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This thesis explores how Middle Eastern Female Academics appropriate 
postfeminist discourses emphasising choice, agency and individual decision-making to 
account for their work experiences in British universities.  In looking at their accounts 
of their academic work experiences, the thesis highlights how they downplay inequality 
± a contrast to much of the existing literature on gender and the academy which 
suggests that all women and in particular women of colour, face multiple levels of 
exclusion in university workplaces characterised by a masculine norm.  Approaching 
postfeminism as a discursive formation and using it as a critical concept to interpret the 
data, the analysis identifies four interpretive repertoires drawn on by 20 female 
academics of Middle Eastern origin within the context of in-depth interviews.  These 
LQFOXGHLQGLYLGXDOLVPFKRLFHDQGHPSRZHUPHQWµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH
retreatism ± western tradition of working mothers, (4) retreatism ± Middle Eastern 
tradition of extended family of origin.  Through use of these interpretive repertoires the 
respondents firstly deny experiences of inequality and secondly constitute an academic 
³IHPLQLQH´LGHQWLW\GHULYHGIURPWKHFR-existence of masculine and feminine behaviours 
as follows: (1) the independent academic woman, (2) the academic mother ± western 
tradition, and (3) the traditional Middle Eastern academic. As the thesis takes a 
discursive approach, these identities are not treated as fixed and stable rather they are 
understood as being constructed through postfeminist discourses and constantly 
negotiated with work colleagues and others.  Thus, the identified academic femininities 
DUHXQGHUVWRRGLQSURFHVVXDOWHUPVDVVRPHWKLQJ0()$µGR¶RUµSHUIRUP¶DVRSSRVHGWR
being a static DWWULEXWHWKH\µKDYH¶%HQZHOO	6WRNRH,GHQWLILFDWLRQRIWKHVH
interpretive repertoires and the three academic femininities demonstrates the following: 
first, that similar to their white, western colleagues, Middle Eastern Female Academics 
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draw on the discursive formation of postfeminism and that their use of postfeminist 
discourses shapes how they configure and speak about their academic work experiences. 
Second, Middle Eastern Female Academics constitute academic identities within 
postfeminism.  Third, our understanding of tradition as an element of the postfeminist 
discursive formation needs to be expanded to include domestic responsibilities attached 
to family of origin as well as domestic responsibilities connected to motherhood. 
 
Keywords: Postfeminism, Middle Eastern Female Academic, Academic Femininities, 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1. Exclusion of Women in the Academy 
 
The aim of this thesis is to present a discursive analysis of the Middle Eastern 
Female Academics (hereafter MEFAs) who provide accounts of their work experiences 
when teaching and researching within British Universities. As will be discussed in detail 
in the following chapter, a review of the literature indicated that the career trajectories 
of women in academia remain in the spotlight of gender studies, because despite years 
of social movements and governmental interventions, the career paths of female and 
male academics remain distinctly different, with female academics experiencing 
continued inequality (Blackaby, Booth & Frank, 2005; Bagilhole & White, 2013). For 
instance, despite a relatively high enrolment rate among female graduate students 
(Kjeldal et al., 2005; Ellemers & Haslam, 2011), female professors and researchers are 
drastically underrepresented in senior level positions and administrative roles 
(Reitsamer, 2009; Monroe et al., 2014). Women who choose to pursue an academic 
career come across other hurdles such as limited opportunities for promotions (Van der 
Brink & Benschop, 2014), differentiated income and professional treatment (Bett, 1999; 
Trower, 2001), organizational culture and traditions favouring male leadership and 
management style (Sonnert & Holton, 1995; Ellemers & Haslam, 2011; Monroe et al., 
2014). These pronounced differences, and particularly the barriers encountered by 
female professors and researchers, are a manifestation of the gender inequality that still 
exists within the walls of many universities and in society in general.  Bagilhole and 
White (2013) conclude that despite decades-long struggle to achieve equality within the 
academy, women are very far from reaching parity with their male counterparts. To date 
women are significantly underrepresented among higher rank academic positions 
(Kjeldal et al., 2005; Ellemers & Haslam, 2011), experience a pay gap (Trower, 2001; 
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Monroe et al., 2014), and fail to fit the white-male professor stereotype prevalent in the 
university sector (Coontz, 2006) ± a range of factors which contribute to feelings of 
PDUJLQDOL]DWLRQĝOLZD	-RKDQVVRQ([WHQVLYHUHVHDUFKKDVGHPRQVWUDWHGWZR
crucial problems preventing equal representation of men and women in academia: the 
recruitment process and the existing environment (Van der Brink & Benschop, 2014; 
Husu, 2015). First of all, a significant proportion of women are unable to secure a senior 
academic position due to the existing gendered environment and the dominance of 
professional academics, who in making decisions about the recruitment of new 
members, draw on a masculine ethic and masculine expectations regarding the 
performance of academic work. On the other hand, women who get hired often choose 
to leave academia for good at certain points of their career or choose temporary 
contracts instead of tenured positions. These phenomena are observed due to the fact 
that female professionals encounter a high number of institutional and organisational 
barriers that significantly affect their professional development and decrease their 
chances to succeed (Monroe et al., 2008; Bagilhole & White, 2013; Monroe et al., 
2014). 
Academic women are therefore faced with a hypothetical choice - pursue an 
uninterrupted career and achieve success in a highly competitive environment OR for 
part of their career, retreat to their home and a focus on family life and child rearing, 
thereby missing a number of important career years (Coontz, 2006). Women feel 
stressed having to combine full-time work responsibilities with taking care of their 
family and household chores. Research indicates that the reality of working in a 
contemporary university environment means that women are often dissatisfied with 
their own work performance which can have a negative impact on their motivation and 




themselves and at times their colleagues, view them as not being able to comply with 
high professional standards. The latter undermines the performance of the entire 
organization, as a major proportion of its employees (women) are prevented from full 
participation due to having to overcome serious obstacles which prevent them from 
working at their full potential (Trotman & Greene, 2013; Zikic & Richardson, 2015). 
While gender research has documented the inequalities experienced by women 
in general, research which also takes into account the ethnic origins of academic women 
and their professional trajectories reveals that their experiences differ quite significantly 
from other women (Herriot & Pemberton, 1995; Turner, 2002; Wyer et al., 2013). 
Trotman and Greene (2013) argue that despite years of progressive thought ethnic 
minority women are often still not welcome in the ivory tower of academia. The 
researchers note that higher education institutions, their system of rules, hierarchy and 
expectations of work performance, are still tailored to fit the profile of a heterosexual 
white male who does not have to interrupt his career due to the birth of children and 
does not have to consider any other commitments (such as family responsibilities or 
household chores) except his professional ones (Hult, Callister & Sullivan, 2005; 
Trotman & Greene, 2013). Turner (2002) adds that minority women experience the 
phenomenon of the so-FDOOHG³GRXEOHPDUJLQDOL]DWLRQ´ZLWKLQWKHZDOOVRIDFDGHPLD
they feel excluded and discriminated against not only because they are women, but also 
because they are part of an ethnic minority. 
The hostility and discrimination surrounding ethnic minority women results in a 
number of significant issues: (1) their professional career trajectories are negatively 
affected; (2) ethnic minority women are underpaid, (3) ethnic minority women suffer 
from a number of negative psychological experiences (Trotman & Greene, 2013). The 
latter manifests itself in a number of ways, as the minority women are reported to feel 
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significantly more stressed and dissatisfied with their job due to the atmosphere they are 
surrounded with at work. Trotman and Greene (2013) further report that ethnic minority 
women in academia often become victims of the impostor syndrome. They basically 
feel that people working in the same institution as them have constructed a profile of 
ZKDWDVXFFHVVIXODFDGHPLFVKRXOGORRNOLNHDQGLW¶VQRWWKHP:RPHQRIWHQIHHOWKH
pressure of not being able to fit the ideal image of the academic which is usually 
masculine and white and this has a negative impact on their self-efficacy and 
motivation. These women perceive themselves as scientifically phony and occupying a 
position they are not worthy of (Zikic & Richardson, 2015). 
Analysis of the experience of women of colour in America has demonstrated 
that in addition to common issues facing ethnic minority women in different universities 
around the world, the country of employment seems to add a certain specific burden 
(Turner, 2002; Kim, 2009). Ledwith & Manfredi (2000) and Turner (2002) have argued 
that in addition to such negative experiences as race-related devaluation of work, 
pressure to abandon ethnic ties, being forced to comply with the white-male professor 
example, black women employed by American universities had to face an additional set 
of issues. These issues included: an increased range of activities which are not 
beneficial for career development, such as responsibility to perform a mentoring role for 
students of colour associated with low numbers of diverse faculty employees. Overall, 
the work experiences of ethnic minority women from certain regions and residing in 
particular counties remains relatively neglected and poorly understood (Sang et al, 
2013). While there is existent considerable research dedicated to the situation of black 
women pursuing academic careers within American universities (Carty, 1992; Thomas 
& Hollenshead, 2001), little or nothing is known about the experiences of certain 
minority groups within UK universities. For instance, we still know very little about the 
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career trajectories of Middle Eastern women and how they are shaped by their 
encounters with gender discrimination in general and in UK universities in particular. 
The general studies that do exist suggest that Middle Eastern women experience 
traumatic psychological events when leaving their home countries and starting their 
lives from scratch elsewhere (Nahas, Hillege & Amasheh, 1999). Nahas et al. (1999) 
describe experiences of postpartum depression after the birth of children and difficulties 
associated with integration into a new community, an experience which is common for 
migrant women.  
Nevertheless, despite this ongoing disadvantage the numbers of women in 
general and ethnic minority women in particular entering into the academy is 
increasing. According to the report Equality Challenge in Higher Education (Brill, 
2010), before 2010, 66% of the non-UK professor staff were white males, however this 
number has been continually decreasing since then and is now closer to 51% (Monroe et 
al., 2014).  What is also interesting is that academic women as a group ± including 
ethnic minority women - GRQ¶WVROHO\LQWHUSUHWWKHLUZRUNH[SHULHQFHVLQWHUPVRI
disadvantage (Sang et al,2013). As is normal practice, the initial stages of this PhD 
research included a consideration of the existing literature (outlined in chapter 2 below) 
which presented an overall picture of disadvantage and exclusion within the Academy 
for women in general and ethnic minority women in particular.  Though this PhD 
UHVHDUFKGLGQRWEHJLQZLWKDQDEVROXWHSUHVXPSWLRQRIKHDULQJ³WDOHVRIGLVFULPLQDWLRQ´
during the planned series of interviews, on the basis of the existing literature there was 
some sense that such an outcome was quite likely. Surprisingly, a sense of disadvantage 
and exclusion on the basis of gender or ethnicity was not the predominant emphasis in 
the responses of the interviewees. Instead, the interviewees strongly drew on the notion 
of choice and their own individual decision-making when accounting for their work 
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experiences in British universities. These responses align with the work of Sang et al 
(2013) who found that their academic respondents did not view their careers in terms of 
diVDGYDQWDJHDQGLQHTXDOLW\5DWKHUFRQWUDU\WR6DQJHWDO¶VH[SHFWDWLRQV
WKHLUIHPDOHDFDGHPLFUHVSRQGHQWVµ«GLVSOD\HGJUHDWHUOHYHOVRIDJHQF\
connectedness and entrepreneurial flair to mobilize their varied resources in order to 
achieve cDUHHUVXFFHVV¶7KXVWKHGDWDJDWKHUHGIRUWKLV3K'UHVHDUFKDORQJZLWK
reading the work of authors such as Sang et al (2013), led to a shift in emphasis in the 
PhD research away from a sole focus on exclusion and discrimination towards a 
consideration of how MEFAs understand their access to and inclusion in British 
universities.  
1.2. Inclusion of Women in the Academy 
 
When considering how women in general and ethnic minority women in 
particular are included in organizations such as universities, it is important to 
differentiate between the policies and practices of inclusivity put in place by institutions 
and the understandings women have of their inclusion and the tactics and strategies 
adopted by individual women to secure inclusion. With regard to the former, a range of 
policies and practices have been implemented to address gender inequality across 
Western Europe. For instance, Iceland (like many other European countries) in response 
to concerns about the risks and unfairness associated with gender inequality passed an 
Act of Gender Equality in the 1970s. The aim of the Act was to eliminate gender 
discrimination and promote equality between men and women such that both could 
contribute to the work and life of Icelandic society while also being able to undertake 
family responsibilities (Drummond, 2015). The Nordic nations (Denmark, Iceland, 
Finland, Norway, and Sweden) are recognized as having one of the most progressive 
approaches to the issue of gender equality. Pearson (2014) argues that this can be 
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explained by the fact that the Nordic countries make the pursuit of gender equality 
central to their way of life socially, politically and economically.  Within this context, 
particular attention, according to Husu (2015), has been given to the promotion of 
gender equality within the academic environment. Researchers utilize a number of 
measures as an indicator of national gender equality in science and academia, for 
instance, the number of women holding a professorial position, or the proportion of 
Universities led by women (Husu, 2015). Interestingly, these two indicators do not 
always correlate and therefore to assess the country`s performance as far as the 
promotion of gender equality is concerned, one has to assess the full range of 
conditions, national policies and social environment (Husu, 2015). 
The focus of this thesis is the second approach to inclusion outlined above, that 
of the understanding women themselves have of their presence in universities ± which 
as we shall see is not always one of discrimination - and the accounts they may provide 
to interpret this access. Previous research indicates that one approach taken by women 
to explain their access to different social or work arenas is to construct hybrid identities 
such as those that contain elements of the culture they now live in and the culture they 
left behind if they are migrants (e.g. Essers & Benschop, 2007) or elements of 
masculinity and femininity (e.g. Lewis, 2014) or elements of career and motherhood 
(e.g. Anaya, 2011; Lewis & Simpson 2017). Anaya (2011) analyses the accounts of 
successful academic women, who place an emphasis on free choice and the choice they 
make to spend most of their free time on academic work thereby foregoing a family. 
Anaya (2011) also discusses the accounts of professional women who, instead of 
choosing between career and family, decide to combine both becoming a type of 
³VXSHUPRP´WKRXJKVXFKDGHPDQGLQJLGHQWLW\FRPHVDWDFRVW2WKHUUHVHDUFKZKLFK
H[SORUHVZRPHQ¶VSRVLWLRQLQPDOH-dominated work environments suggests that some 
women reject the masculine characteristic of such work places and instead place an 
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emphasis on more feminine behaviours and work identities.  For example Lewis (2013) 
demonstrates how some female entrepreneurs reject the masculine norm inherent to 
entrepreneurship and instead take-up entrepreneurial identities with a feminine element 
WRVHFXUHDVHQVHRIDXWKHQWLFLW\ZKHQUXQQLQJDEXVLQHVV'RVHNXQ¶VH[SORUDWLRQ
of young women in Lagos, Nigeria demonstrates that instead of enacting masculine 
practices as a means of blending-in, they choose to expose and highlight their 
femininity through a consumer-focused lifestyle with a strong emphasis on girly 
fashion. She argues that this is their way to demonstrate to the world that they are 
successful, and therefore empowered and entitled to their luxurious lifestyle (Dosekun, 
2015). What these studies indicate (as does the data in this research) is that first, women 
do not always interpret their work experiences in terms of exclusion and discrimination 
DQGVHFRQGZRPHQGRQRWDOZD\VVHHNWRFRQFHDOWKHLUIHPLQLQLW\LQRUGHUWR³ILWLQ´WR
a contemporary workplace.  
This valuing of feminine attributes and behaviours can be linked to a broader 
societal appreciation of femininity which can be associated with the emergence of a 
postfeminist gender regime (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2009). Lewis (2014) has argued that 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJZRPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHRIZRUNVKRXOGQRWEHDSSURDFKHGVROHO\IURPWKH
perspective of exclusion connected to a dominant masculine norm.  Rather, she 
proposes that efforts should also be made to understand how women and a reconfigured 
IHPLQLQLW\DUHQRZEHLQJLQFOXGHGLQWRGD\¶VZRUNSODFHV7RIDFLOLWDWHH[SORUDWLRQRI
the way in which women are now included in organizations, she recommends that use 
should be made of the concept of postfeminism as this can be critically deployed to 
LQWHUSUHWZRPHQ¶VRZQXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGDFFRXQWVRIWKHLURUJDQL]DWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHV
,QDGGLWLRQFULWLFDODWWHQWLRQFDQDOVREHGLUHFWHGDWµ«WKHkinds of organizational 




WKHEDVLVRIWKHLULQFOXVLRQLQWRGD\¶VRUJDQL]DWLRQV/HZLV2014: 1846). Postfeminism 
DVDOHQVWKURXJKZKLFKWRH[SORUHZRPHQ¶VZRUNH[SHULHQFHVKDVDOVREHHQWDNHQXS
within the gender and academy literature with authors such as Webber (2005) exploring 
the way in which Canadian undergraduates dismiss and disavow feminist knowledge, a 
repudiation which has been identified as central to a postfeminist gender regime (Gill, 
2007; McRobbie, 2009; Scharff, 2012).  Morrison et al (2005) explore the experiences 
and perceptions of undergraduate students in a British university and identify a marked 
reluctance to acknowledge gender discrimination despite the study collecting data which 
highlights the persistence of inequalities within the academy. These inequalities include 
ongoing discriminatory behaviour in the form of inappropriate jokes by academic staff, 
discomfort felt by female students in male dominated classrooms leading to a reticence 
to speak and young women not being taken seriously as students with academic 
SRWHQWLDO1HYHUWKHOHVVWKHUHVHDUFKVWDWHVµ«WKDWXQdergraduates themselves, 
particularly women, have difficulties in recognising or communicating these gender 
LQHTXDOLW\SUREOHPV¶ZKLFKWKHDXWKRUVVXJJHVWPD\EHµ«DV\PSWRPRIDSRVW-feminist 
academic environment where gender equality is supposed to be a WKLQJRIWKHSDVW¶
(Morrison et al, 2005: 161).  Thus, within the gender and academy literature 
postfeminism is being taken up to explore and analyse the accounts provided by 
students and female academic staff of their work experiences.   
This study uses postfeminism as a critical concept to interpret MEFA accounts 
of their work experiences because as we will see below, there is also a refusal to 
acknowledge the presence of discrimination in the academic work place. To date there 
are few concepts which help us understand why individuals who are subject to 
discriminatory practices and behaviours deny this experience of prejudice.  
Postfeminism is one such critical concept and as a contemporary theoretical resource 
has been taken up by a number of authors studying gender and work (e.g. Gill et al, 
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2017; Kelan, 2008, 2009a, 2009b, Scharff, 2015; Swan, 2017) to address and make 
visible this contradiction.  It is drawn upon in this thesis to explore how Middle Eastern 
Female Academics account for their work experiences in British universities as 
dependent on them as individuals and their individual choices, denying the impact of 
contextual factors that negatively affect them.  Thus, in their accounts of their academic 
ZRUNLQJOLIHWKH\SODFHUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRU³JRRG´RU³EDG´H[SHULHQFHVZLWKWKH
individual rather than at the organizational or societal level.  As we will see below that 
through this individualist focus they present accounts which deny experience of 
discriminatory practices, a position which upholds rather than challenges the gender 
inequity documented in much of the literature on work and the academy (Toffoletti & 
Starr, 2016). 
Postfeminism (discussed in chapter three below) is a contested concept with a 
variety of interpretations and definitions. However, the account of postfeminism 
developed by Gill (2007) and McRobbie (2009) tends to be the interpretation most 
drawn on by researchers when exploring the contemporary experiences of women and 
girls and this interpretation is used in this PhD research. Through their notions of a 
postfeminist sensibility (Gill, 2007) and a postfeminist gender regime (McRobbie, 
WKH\DUJXHWKDWSRVWIHPLQLVPVKRXOGEHXQGHUVWRRGDVµ«DFXOWXUDOGLVFXUVLYH
formation that moulds our thinking, attitudes and behavior towards feminism and 
ZRPHQ¶VFKDQJLQJSRVLWLRQLQFRQWHPSRUDU\VRFLHW\¶LQJHQHUDODQGRUJDQL]DWLRQVLQ
particular (Lewis & Simpson, 2017). Interpreted in this way, postfeminism can be 
understood as shaping and reshaping feminine norms and as such can be used by 
researchers to explore women`s accounts of their professional experiences in modern 





However, as part of this identification and interpretation of postfeminism, it has 
been argued that the discursive formation of postfeminism can only be drawn on by 
white women living in a western culture and as such is exclusionary of women of 
colour. More recent research questions this assumption with authors such as Dosekun 
(2015), through empirical work in Nigeria, suggesting that postfeminist practices are 
also taken up by women of colour and that postfeminism should therefore be understood 
as a transnational cultural phenomenon and not just an aspect of western culture for 
western white women.  Following Dosekun (2015) and other authors such as Lazar 
(2006), Thornham and Pengpeng (2010) and Chowdhury (2010) who have all drawn on 
the concept of postfeminism to investigate the contemporary lives and experiences of 
non-western, non-white women, this research will explore how MEFA draw on 
postfeminist discourses to refute the identity of victim and convincingly account for 
their academic experiences as positive and based on their own personal choices. 
1.3. Research Questions 
 
The current study will explore the accounts of the work experiences of a 
relatively neglected ethnic group, Middle Eastern women pursuing an academic career 
in the UK context. Ethnic minority women as whole and Middle Eastern women in 
particular, remain an understudied group in relation to experiences of being included in 
or excluded through discriminatory practices from professional work places and 
organizations such as universities (Renzulli, Grant & Kathuria, 2006). Little is known 
about the origins of these women - have they come recently or are they already 
integrated within UK society; do they experience the phenomenon of double 
marginalization?; do they choose an individual coping model when encountering the 
incidents of gender discrimination at their place of work (Turner, 2002)?  The topic of 
the academic work experiences of ethnic minority women within the UK becomes more 
16 
 
and more acute each day due to the recent migrant crisis in Europe (Shabi, 2015). A 
number of charity organizations, for instance the Council for At Risk Academics, assists 
researchers and academics from around the globe who were forced to leave their home 
countries and migrate to the United Kingdom. Shabi (2015) reports that since the Syrian 
crisis began, more and more scholars and students, among them women, come to the 
UK in search of a safer environment. Some of these Middle Eastern women are PhD 
students others are Professors who had to quit their jobs back home. They all try to 
integrate into the new environment, and understanding how they perceive and account 
for their experience of working in the UK academy might help improve the current 
situation concerning gender inequality and increase institutional productivity (Herriot & 
Pemberton, 1995; Sonnert & Holton, 1995; Zhang & Hannum, 2013).  
Nevertheless, as said above, the responses of the respondents in this study did 
not derive from a sense of exclusion, disadvantage or discrimination ± though there was 
recognition that the latter can occur.  As with the experience of Sang et al (2013) in their 
study of migrant female academics, the respondents in accounting for their work 
experiences avoid an emphasis on discrimination instead they highlight their own 
agency, viewing their careers as dependent on their own initiative and choices.  
Consequently, the purpose of this study is to explore how Middle Eastern Female 
Academics avoid being unGHUVWRRGDV³YLFWLPV´RIGLVFULPLQDWRU\SUDFWLFHVRUD
masculine norm through mobilization of postfeminism as a critical concept (Gill et al 
2016; Lewis, 2014). This critical deployment is guided by the following research 
questions:   
1. In what way are postfeminist discourses appropriated and used by Middle 
Eastern Female Academics when speaking about and accounting for their career 
and work experiences in British universities?  
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2. What postfeminist identities (referred to as academic femininities) do Middle 
Eastern Female Academics create and enact when they draw on postfeminist 
discourses? 
3. What elaboration of the concept of postfeminism emerges when Middle Eastern 
Female Academics draw on postfeminist discourses to account for their 




(Lewis, 2006: 453). Instead the focus is on their claim of inclusion and their denial of 
disadvantage in contrast to the majority of the existing research on female and ethnic 
minority academics which highlights experiences of exclusion both from and within the 
academy. By mobilizing postfeminism as a critical concept, the research will 
demonstrate how respondents understand themselves as being included in the 
professional work environment of the university through their own agency and choices. 
The three research questions will be examined through a discursive analysis of the data 
collected through face-to-face in-depth interviews with twenty Middle Eastern Female 
Academics. In addressing these three questions the thesis will makes its contribution 
first, to our understanding of gender in the academy by moving away from a focus on 
women being excluded to one of how they see themselves included.  Second, 
understanding of the MEFA claim of inclusion will emerge through identification of the 
notion of academic femininities. The data analysis outlines the academic femininities 
that are taken up by respondents through their appropriation of postfeminism 
discourses.  Finally, the research through its critical use of postfeminism will elaborate 




as a transnational concept, this research will explore the take-up of postfeminist 
discourses by MEFA working and living in the UK.  Unlike much of the research which 
draws on the notion of postfeminism, claiming that it is a discursive formation mainly 
open to white women - that as a cultural phenomenon it is unavailable to women of 
colour and therefore is rarely approached from their perspective - this research will 
argue that postfeminist discourses filter through to MEFA living within the postfeminist 
gender regime of the UK, providing the discursive background within which they 
develop a (postfeminist) academic identity.   
1.4. Research Design 
 
The current thesis uses social constructionism as a theory of knowledge in order 
to process and extract meaning out of the collected information. The research utilises an 
inductive approach to answer the research questions and is qualitative in nature. In-
depth open-ended interviews were chosen as the data collection tool to explore the 
academic experiences of twenty Middle Eastern Female Academics. Through a 
discursive analysis which looks at the experiences of Middle Eastern women employed 
by UK universities we seek to identify how they draw on postfeminist discourses in 
accounting for their work experiences and in constructing an academic identity. The 
study is cross-sectional in its nature as it mostly focuses on the current experiences of 
Middle Eastern women within UK academia. 
 
1.5. Thesis Structure 
 
The thesis is structured in the following way: Chapter two provides an overview 
of the literature that specifies the institutional and organizational barriers encountered 
by women who chose to pursue academic careers. The chapter critically analyses 
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various practices and issues associated with the exclusion of women within the academy 
and considers the experiences of ethnic minority women in relation to manifestations of 
the gender inequality they encounter while working in organizations such as 
universities. The chapter critically evaluates interventions developed by universities to 
address various barriers for female researchers and assesses their effectiveness. The 
chapter further discusses particular characteristics of ethnic minority women who 
choose to pursue careers within academia and their experiences. The chapter is 
concluded by exploration of the work identities of professional women and its relation 
to the experiences of ethnic minority women. 
Chapter three outlines the feminist perspectives drawn on in the Gender and 
Organization Studies field and the positioning of the concept of postfeminism in 
relation to these. In outlining the feminist perspectives which inform investigations of 
gender in contemporary organizations, the chapter presents the different approaches 
used to understand the impact and positioning of gender within organizations.  
Following this, the chapter will present an outline of the concept of postfeminism, 
highlighting the diverse versions in the literature of this cultural phenomenon and 
specifying the interpretation drawn on in this thesis.  The chapter will also explore the 
concept of postfeminism as a transnational cultural discursive formation with the focus 
on the experience of a particular ethnic group. The fourth chapter provides an overview 
of the methodological approach adopted within the thesis. A consideration of the 
discourse analytic perspective employed, to explore how postfeminism as a discursive 
formation is drawn on by the MEFA respondents, is provided.  Here, the notion of 
interpretive repertoires is used as the organizing principle of the analysis. As Lazar 
(2006: 340-VWDWHVµUHSHUWRLUHVLVDFRQFHSWWKDWDOORZVWKHUHVHDUFKHUWRJREH\RQG




ethical concerns encountered in the process of research are outlined. 
The fifth and sixth chapters present the actual results of the qualitative study. 
The experiences of twenty interviewed Middle Eastern academic women are analysed 
using the concept of postfeminism (Gill, 2007; 2009).  In chapter five the focus of the 
analysis is on identification of the interpretive repertoires the respondents draw on when 
appropriating postfeminism as a means to account for their academic work experiences.  
Chapter six outlines the academic femininities which emerge from this appropriation.  
Three academic femininities are presented ± the Independent Academic, the Academic 
Mother and the Middle Eastern Academic ± all of which are constituted through the 
integration and embodiment of modern, individualised, choosing behaviours alongside 
traditional family oriented aspirations and behaviours.  Finally, chapter seven presents 
the discussion of the findings and directly addresses and answers the three research 
questions outlined above. The conclusions chapter will reflect upon limitations of the 
current study, encountered issues as well as suggest opportunities for future research. 
1.6. Conclusions 
 
This introduction has presented an overview of the selected topic of gender 
inequality within academia explored through critical use of the concept of 
postfeminism, illustrated by the example and experiences of Middle Eastern Female 
Academics who chose to pursue their careers within British universities. The current 
thesis will address an identified research gap ± Middle Eastern Female Academics 
account for and interpret their professional experiences British universities by applying 
the concept of postfeminism with an added component of transnationality. The in-depth 
open ended interviews conducted with twenty Middle Eastern women employed in 
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British universities aim to answer the established research questions and identify salient 




Chapter 2. Experiences of Women in the Academy 
2.1. Study background and chapter overview 
 
The issue of gender inequality in the workplace remains a burning topic 
throughout the globe (Monroe et al., 2014). Individuals continue to experience 
oppression and discrimination based on their gender, skin color, sexual orientation, 
social class, religious views, etc. (Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; Lawler, 2002). Given 
the concerns of this research, attention will largely focus on gender inequalities present 
in the academic environment which manifest in a number of ways: from women being 
significantly under-represented among higher rank positions, to female students and 
professors being sexually harassed at their workplace (Hoffmann, 1986; Fitzgerald & 
Ormerod, 1993; Roosmalen & McDaniel, 1999). Unfortunately, gender inequality is not 
a notion of the past or a problem of economically less developed countries. Empirical 
evidence demonstrates that Western society has till this day failed to provide equal 
working opportunities to all women though as we will discuss later the perception is 
often that we have successfully dealt with systematic inequalities around forms of 
difference such as gender. Apart from the obstacles, academic women come across at 
work, they also experience significant stress at home, where they try to combine their 
family and work-related responsibilities, thus increasing the overall workload. The 
situation becomes more complex and critical when the notion of ethnic minority comes 
into play. Minority women experience the so-FDOOHG³GRXEOHPDUJLQDOL]DWLRQ´DQGWKHLU
situation of being disadvantaged due to the fact that they are women in traditionally 
male environment, is further aggravated by the fact that they are also trying to fit into an 
ethnic majority group (Karam & Afiouni, 2014; Zikic & Richardson, 2015).  
The chapter provides an overview of the gender inequality problem present in 
Western academia as articulated in the existing research. The chapter covers three key 
areas as follows: the exclusion of women in Western academia, the inclusion of women 
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in Western academia and female professional identities. The exclusion section of the 
present chapter will focus on the dominant norm of masculinity circulating in the 
academy while the inclusion section will provide an overview of various the strategies 
adopted by professional women to facilitate their inclusion within the academic work 
environment as well as considering institutional strategies adopted to promote inclusion. 
The coping mechanisms women employees use to deal with gender discrimination are 
also critically discussed and analyzed. Special focus is directed at the experiences of 
minority women who chose to pursue academic careers. The chapter also contains 
analysis of case studies and interventions by academic institutions developed to address 
and eventually eliminate practices which discriminate against female employees. 
2.2. Exclusion of women in academia 
2.2.1. Gender inequality in academia: the norm of masculinity 
 
Benschop and Brouns in their cornerstone work Crumbling Ivory Towers: 
Academic Organizing and its Gender Effects (2003) discuss the problem of gender 
within modern educational institutions. The researchers argue that the perception of 
success in academia revolves around practices and norms that are based on the everyday 
experiences of men, and masculinity is considered a necessary prerequisite of a 
VXFFHVVIXODFDGHPLFFDUHHU%HQVFKRSDQG%URXQVDUJXHWKDW³«VROXWLRQV
are sought in special treatment for women. That the position of men serves as a norm, in 
other words, that femininity is hierarchically ordered to a masculine norm, and that (the 
IDFWWKDWSRZHUSURFHVVHVDUHDWVWDNHLVVLOHQFHG´ 
A number of researchers have discussed the existence and consequences of the 
established masculine norm within the context of any professional environment in 
general, and academia in particular (Van der Brink & Benschop, 2012; Van der Brink & 
Benschop, 2012a; Simpson et al., 2010; Knights & Richards, 2003; Currie et al., 2002; 
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Deem, 2003). The existence and the extent of persistence of this norm is manifested in a 
number of ways, from the specific expectations the university holds for the candidates 
occupying managerial and leadership positions, to how students perceive and interact 
with their professors (Van der Brink & Benschop, 2012; Simpson et al., 2010). For 
instance, within the context of the US academy, Krefting (2003) discusses the 
experiences of female faculty staff, who are often addressed by their personal titles 
(e.g., Mrs) instead of professional (Doctor or Professor), or even experience some male 
and female students leaving their class due to the fact that the instructor is a woman and 
not a man. The societal perception and expectation of a successful and professional 
academic is based on a specific established norm ± it has to be a white male, and any 
deviation from this norm can be viewed with negativity (Krefting, 2003). This well-
established, but detrimental norm is well recognised, and according to Krefting (2003: 
³:RPHQFRPSOHWLQJ3K'VDUHVRPHWLPHVDGYLVHGHYHQQRZLQWKHVWFHQWXU\
to use only initials as a feminine first name reduce the odds of acceptance for research 
PDQXVFULSWVRUDWWHQGDQFHDWSUHVHQWDWLRQV´ 
According to Van der Brink and Benschop (2012), modern academia is 
characterised by an overall striving towards excellence through the emerging notion of 
managerialism. New managerialism has pushed modern universities to switch towards a 
greater on focus on performance indicators and quality control, e.g. citation indexes, 
members of peer-reviewed journals` editorial boards, participation in the recognised 
conferences, etc. (Van der Brink & Benschop, 2012; Falkenberg, 2003). Knights and 
Richards (2003) argue that this focus on merit-based system within educational and 
research environment inevitably produces a number of inequalities, including those 
which are race- and gender-based. Van der Brink & Benschop (2012) point out that the 
paradigm of managerialism determines the recruiting process when hiring the new staff, 
particularly professors. As a result, when trying to outperform other universities and 
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research groups, the institutions end up hiring more male professors (Van der Brink & 
Benschop, 2012). This inevitably leads to underrepresentation of female professors 
among staff (Van der Brink & Benschop, 2012a; Knights & Richards, 2003) and 
reduces the number of available female role models which could inspire and empower 
more female students and young researchers (Van der Brink & Benschop, 2012). When 
researching the role of excellence and managerialism-based approaches to hiring new 
candidates in Dutch universities, Van den Brink and Benschop (2012) have discovered 
that while emphasising that the number of publications was the only eligible criteria to 
be accepted or rejected for the position, hiring committee members openly highlighted 
the perceived expectations of female candidates: 
³:HKDYHRQO\RQHFULWHULRQWKHOLVWRISXEOLFDWLRQV,IZRPHQZDQWWRZRUN
part-time, that`s fine. But when you apply for a position here and you have half 
of the number of publications you should have had, the committee will never 
LQYLWH\RXIRUDQLQWHUYLHZ´9DQGHQ%ULQN	%HQVFKRS 
Interestingly, as pointed out by Van den Brink and Benschop (2012), Dutch 
universities hold one of the last positions among other EU educational institutions as far 
as equal representation of men and women professors, with women accounting for only 
12% of the full professorship positions. Therefore, in an attempt to hire the most 
successful top-performers, hiring committees divide all candidates based on their 
gender: Female candidates are expected at least the specific stage of their career to 
switch to part-time work, while male candidates may be perceived as a safer bet in 
terms of performance and their ability to work full-time and produce more high rank 
publications (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012; Van der Brink et al., 2010; Silwa & 
Johansson, 2013). Van den Brink and Benschop (2012) discuss the issue of male norm 
not only within how the identities and roles of men and women are perceived within the 
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academic workplace, but also as a part of the selection process. Van den Brink et al. 
(2010), for instance highlight the presence of a masculine norm in the recruiting 
committees, where most of the staff selecting the new candidates are often males 
themselves. The researchers, however, point out that artificially including more women 
into such commissions provides little benefit. Van den Brink et al. (2010) refer to such 
gender-EDODQFHGFRPPLVVLRQVDV³SDSHUWLJUHVVHV´S$OWKRXJKFUHDWLQJDYLVLRQ
or notion of equality and equal opportunity practices, such commissions should emerge 
organically due to overall equal representation of men and women within the specific 
establishment (Van den Brink et al., 2010).   
The study by Wenneras and Wold (2001) has evaluated a peer-review system of 
the Swedish biomedical academic environment. The researchers concluded that 
independent reviewers were incapable of evaluating the quality of the candidate 
independently from his or her gender. According to the Medical Research Council 
(MRC), each candidate pursuing a faculty position ought to provide a CV, along with 
application letter and research project. The members of the committee evaluate each 
component of the application and give scores that are in the end multiplied by one 
another to form a product score (Wenneras & Wold, 2001). An important fact to 
consider is that the scores of the MRC and other European evaluation committees are 
never made available to public, and therefore the committee members have considerable 
freedom to give scores to the candidate without the fear of being held responsible for 
the biased judgement. The study has demonstrated a clear bias of the committee 
members towards giving male applicants a higher product score, which eventually 
resulted in more positions being given to male candidates (Wenneras & Wold, 2001). 
Van den Brink and Benschop (2014) discuss another component of the problem 
of gender relations within the academic context ± networks benefiting male candidates. 
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The researchers argue that male researchers often engage into self-promotion activities, 
directed at building more ties and connections, and eventually increasing their chances 
of landing a job. These male-centred networks often include Female candidates as well, 
however Van den Brink and Benschop (2014) point out that women usually restrain 
themselves from active promotion, and instead focus on their actual achievements. The 
scholars further note that the women that do engage into self-promotion are often 
criticised by their colleagues, for behaviour that is not feminine, or too masculine (Van 
der Brink & Benschop, 2014). The researchers discuss the notion of social sanctions 
applied to women who engage in the types of behaviour that are widely perceived as 
normal, and even beneficial for male candidates (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). 
This situation, a complex combination of meritocracy, managerialism  and the 
masculine norm within the candidate selection process (Van den Brink et al., 2010) also 
inevitably contributes to supporting and promoting the existing culture of patriarchal 
and elitist dominance within the modern academy (Ledwith & Manfredi, 2000). The 
academic environment has often been perceived as patriarchal and elitist, dominated by 
male professors and researchers (Poole, Bornholt & Summers, 1997). This patriarchal 
tradition is inherited within an institution and often manifests itself through work 
environment, values, culture and structure (Ledwith & Manfredi, 2000; Knights & 
Richards, 2003; Karam & Afiouni, 2014). A number of researchers have pointed out 
that male lives, experiences and behaviour patterns are often perceived as normal, while 
women`s experiences are treated as a deviation from this norm (Currie et al., 2002). 
This notion has firmly found its way in the everyday life, experiences in school, 
university, in communication style or relationship patterns. This trend is particularly 
prominent when it comes to display of emotions. Currie et al. (2002) note that women`s 
VH[XDOLW\DQGEHKDYLRXUVDUH³UXOHGRXW´DVGLIIHUHQWDQGVHSDUDWHIURPQRUPDOZRUNLQJ
life (having a period, breastfeeding, pregnancy and giving birth) being perceived as 
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disruptive of the professional norms expected in organizations . In fact, it is often 
observed, that patterns of behaviour, communication or management characteristic of 
males, are considered normal or effective (Currie et al., 2002; Harley, 2003; Ceci & 
Williams, 2011). At the same time, patterns of women behaviour different from this 
norm are viewed as counterproductive and weak. This issue, commonly observed in 
business organizations and governmental institutions is also quiet typical in the 
conventional academic environment (Ceci et al., 2014). Bureaucratic organisations rule 
WKHVH³DEQRUPDO´LVVXHVRXWRIWKHHYHU\GD\ZRUNFRQVLGHUDWLRQVDQGWKXVVLJQLILFDQWO\
disrupt the working process for women, putting them in an underprivileged position.  
It is therefore argued that the organizational notion of presenting the concept of 
job as something which is gender neutral is incorrect and does not fully reflect the 
reality (Currie et al., 2002). Hult et al. (2005) discuss the historical and deep rooted 
separation of work spheres into professional work (or paid work) assumed to be a 
privilege of men, and unpaid and unskilled household work perceived as the feminine 
sphere and domain. These assumptions, perceptions and stereotypes are deeply 
ingrained inside many organizations, including educational institutions. These 
stereotypes based on tradition and gender have the power to negatively affect 
organization`s performance, efficiency, work culture as well as communication and 
collaboration inside the establishment. These perceptions are likely to worsen woman`s 
quality of life through dissatisfaction with their job and complicated work-related 
LQWHUDFWLRQV+XOWHWDOQRWHV³LQWRGD\CVSROLWLFDOO\FRUUHFWZRUN
environment blatant discrimination is not common, but gendered assumptions and 
VWHUHRW\SHVDUHRIWHQEXULHGEHORZWKHVXUIDFH´7KHVHDVVXPSWLRQVDIIHFWGHFLVLRQV
made regarding appointment and compensation of male and female staff. For instance, a 
male head of the department can unconsciously increase or give a raise to a male 
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colleague instead of a female one, simply because the male is viewed as a sole provider 
to his family (Hult et al., 2005). 
The notion of job and labour division are gendered, and women can be viewed 
DVGLVDGYDQWDJHGLQGLYLGXDOVVLPSO\EHFDXVHWKH\DUHXQDEOHWRFRPSO\ZLWK³QRUPDO´
standards established by men. This disadvantaged position is further worsened by the 
fact that women experience themselves being constantly compared against an 
established standard ± male type of behaviour and work. This established routine is 
rarely questioned, and it is very common that women, who achieve a considerable 
success within their professional field are those, who have adapted to the male-
dominated work culture and often mimicked male behaviour and working style (Currie 
et al., 2002). 
In addition, the claim that a male-oriented work culture creates a number of 
disadvantages for women, also points out that males, on the other hand, are not put in an 
advantageous position, but simply into a normal one. The so-called power of the male 
norm is often found in its invisibility, as researchers or employees do not notice 
advantages it offers men. Instead they only see disadvantages brought to women (Currie 
et al., 2002; Acker, 1990; Lewis & Simpson, 2010; Kelan, 2009). As Currie et al. 
QRWHLQUHODWLRQWRWKHDFDGHP\³ZHZDQWWRGHPRQVWUDWHWKHVHHOHPHQWVRI
the male norm: the positioning of men`s lived experience as normal, the invisibility of 
that norm LQHYHU\GD\GLVFRXUVH«DQGWKHREIXVFDWLRQRIPDOHDGYDQWDJHLQWKH
DUWLFXODWLRQRIZRPHQCVGLVDGYDQWDJH´$QXPEHURIDXWKRUVGLVFXVVWKHQRWLRQRID
logic of success ± a career trajectory and level of dedication that is perceived as one 
deserving of a reward (promotion to a senior position, etc.) (Currie et al., 2002; Sonnert 
& Holton, 1995; Ceci et al., 2014). Most of the respondents interviewed by Currie et al. 
(2002) described a successful researcher as a person who dedicated 100% of his/ her 
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effort to a single goal of professional success. Alternative scenarios (focusing on other 
commitments and responsibilities) are viewed as less worthy and not deserving of a 
high rank position. This logic of thought already places Female academics, who have to 
juggle multiple commitments and responsibilities, in a disadvantaged position compared 
to their male counterparts. This logic naturalises the advantaged position of men and 
their overall predisposition to professional success.  
Women`s candidacy for a senior level position is often viewed or considered 
through a prism of certain demands and characteristics the female candidate is expected 
to comply with. These expectations are shaped and formed on the basis of observation 
of male candidates and are often inherited in the organizations where one male leader 
succeeds another (Kloot, 2004). The demands often include major sacrifices and a high 
level of commitment that makes taking care of other responsibilities (such as family and 
children) virtually impossible (Currie et al., 2002). These demands and expectations are 
mostly never questioned within the professional environment and are taken for granted, 
as a sort of norm it is obligatory to comply with if one chooses to pursue professional 
growth. However, it is often left unnoticed that the radically high expectations are based 
on the life experiences of men, men who dedicate 100% of their time to career growth, 
while their dedicated wives take upon a burden of household responsibilities and family 
commitments. Women who are not able to make these sorts of commitment are 
perceived as unwilling, despite the fact that they are simply unable to decrease their 
burden of family commitments and sacrifice them for the sake of an academic career. 
Academic institutions till this day view this choice of Female employees not to 
pursue certain key positions as their unwillingness to commit and make a sacrifice in 
the name of education or science (Van der Brink et al., 2010). This male-biased 
perception manifests judgemental and biased view of Female choices and reflects male-
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dominated and normalised academic culture common worldwide. These deeply 
inherited expectations of women to perform a child bearing role and take upon major 
share of household responsibilities, is never viewed as a significant factor that places 
male employees into an advantaged position. Instead, it often appears to be unnoticed 
and unaccounted for (Currie et al., 2002). 
Critical gender research has shed light on the existence of a masculine norm and 
made visLEOHLWVLPSDFWRQZRPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHRIZRUNDQGRUJDQL]DWLRQV0XFKRIWKLV
research has drawn on the seminal work of Joan Acker (1990) whose theory of gendered 
organization argues that the entire concepts of job and hierarchy are gendered and based 
on the masculinity norm in our society. Acker (1990) argues that hierarchies existing in 
the modern workplace and determining the actual wage system are based on the 
assumption that individuals, who are fully committed to paid employment are 
automatically considered to be in advantageous position when considered for a job. On 
the other hand, Acker (1990) elaborates, those individuals (e.g., female professionals 
with children), who have to divide their attention and effort between multiple 
commitments can only compete for lower rank positions. Acker (1990) and Bailyn 
(2003) argue that these processes contribute to the differentiated pay women and men 
receive for doing the similar type of job, an issue that will be discussed in more detail 
later in this chapter. 
Kloot (2004) points out that the issue of the male norm within leadership 
SRVLWLRQVLVSDUWLFXODUO\UHOHYDQWWRXQGHUVWDQGLQJZRPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHRIDFDGHPLFOLIH
The so-called invisibility effect, which refers to the reality that no major differences 
actually exist between the managerial approaches of women and men; however, they are 




and what women do is rarely defined as leadership. Societal norms define the expected 
roles of behaviours of men and women, and managerial characteristics are often 
DVVLJQHGWRPHQ´.ORRW)XUWKHUPRUHWKHVDPHEHKDYLRXUH[KLELWHGE\
men and women is perceived and even evaluated differently. For instance, more bold 
and aggressive behaviour is often justified when observed in male managers, however 
can be criticised as inappropriate when displayed by women (Kloot, 2004). At the same 
time, some researchers argue that perception and societal norms, although being 
important determinants of the male and Female career evaluation, are not the sole 
contributors to the situation (Sinclair, 1998; Kloot, 2004). Sinclair (1998) argues that 
the dominance of the male norm within the academy or any workplace environment is 
further promoted by differences in the up-bringing and motivation men and women are 
subjected to since childhood. For instance, boys are encouraged to challenge the 
existing order and have ambitions, while girls often experience their parents and 
teachers telling them to comply with the rules and norms, and not be selfish. 
Interestingly, as a result, male leaders often are more motivated by achieving their 
personal goals and recognition (Kloot, 2004), while female managers are driven by the 
benefit of an entire community or even society as a whole. Benschop and Brouns (2003) 
suggest that the behaviour and motivation of males is recognised by their colleagues and 
management as appropriate for a leader, while the efforts of female managers to ensure 
benefit to a given group as a whole is often perceived as weakness, lack of ambition and 
inappropriate for a true leader.  Kloot (2004) notes that the issue of gender in balance is 
concerned with the dominance of the male norm, as well as how the entire concept of 
leadership is experienced and conceptualized within modern society. In line with the 
argument of Benschop and Brouns (2003) and Sinclair (1998), the problem is further 
aggravated by the fact that boys and girls are brought up with differential goals and 




focused on doing a job well. Men are less concerned with human relations and 
are more aggressive. Women are more caring. Men are more tolerant of ethical 
PLVEHKDYLRXUDQGZRPHQDUHOHVVWROHUDQWRIVXFKPLVEHKDYLRXU´.ORRW
473) 
In general many gender researchers believe that the existence and reliance on a 
specific norm (i.e. male) often with acknowledging this, decreases overall diversity 
within the workplace and negatively affects the performance of a given team or an 
entire organisation (Kloot, 2004). Others go further, and argue that the male leadership 
norm as perceived within the modern workplace, is according to its many features, 
detrimental to the effective functioning of the academy (Hames, 1994). Hames (1994) 
believes that the so-called male thinking often relies on overuse of control and 
adherence to conformity, is often associated with strict authority or hierarchical 
structures, and involves strict and often impersonal procedures and processes everybody 
is expected to agree and comply with. Although Hames (1994) may be painting an 
unpleasant picture, the male behavioural norm is indeed often associated with rough 
competition, control, authority, rules and hierarchy (Van den Brink et al., 2010; 
Falkenberg, 2003; Kloot, 2004). Sinclair (1998) further argues that the male norm is 
often associated with such negative phenomena as clubbiness, traditional 
authoritarianism and reliance on rituals.  
The discussed situation often leads to women leaders trying to adapt to the 
existing masculine order by behaving in accordance with the dominant masculine norm. 






discursive formation to be discussed in chapter 3.  Interestingly, research has long 
recognised e.g. Meehan (1999) that this type of behaviour i.e. relying on so-called 
µQDWXUDO¶IHPLQLQHEHKDYLRXUVFDQQRWEHEHQHILFLDOWRWKHZRPHQDQGOHDGVWRWKHLU
further exclusion. In addition, women who adopt a masculine norm are often criticised 
by other women, and not excepted by male leaders due to being either overly feminine, 
not feminine enough or not masculine enough. According to the observations by Barker 
and Monks (1998), women demonstrating a masculine mode of behaviour are still 
undervalued in their managerial function and therefore have to further push themselves 
to prove to everybody they are even more male-like than males themselves.  While 
more recent work e.g. Katila & Eriksson (2013) illustrates that it is now more 
acceptable for women to enact male behaviours when managing, the perception of 
ZRPHQ³GRLQJ´PDVFXOLQLW\LVVWLOOQHJDWLYH:KLOHZRPHQPD\QRWEHFULWLFLVHGIRU
being masculine, their enactment of masculine behaviours is often associated with 
traditional bureaucratic organization and bureaucrtive practices and as such women are 
SHUFHLYHGDV³ROGIDVKLRQHG´LQWKHLUPDQDJHPHQWEHKDYLRXUV,QDGGLWLRQZKHQ
ZRPHQFDQQRZ³GR´PDVFXOLQLW\WKLVPXVWEHSHUIRUPHGDORQJVLGHIHPLQLQH
behaviours ± the former without the latter can still be perceived negatively (Lewis & 
Simpson, 2017). 
Simpson et al. (2010) engage in an even a more complex discussion concerning 
the actual experiences of women within male dominant professional environment. The 
researchers argue that modern women experience a highly contradicting situation 
(Simpson et al., 2010). From one point of view, the modern university is dominated by 
the best person for the job approach, which is supposed to be based on the principles of 
equality and sameness among the staff regardless of race, social status and gender. The 
women are expected to be evaluated on the same set of criteria as men, and perform in 
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exactly the same way as the male candidates. At the same time, Simpson et al. (2010: 
DUJXH³«ZRPHQDOVRHQFRXQWHUDQd express a strong rhetoric of special 
contribution and difference as women are portrayed (and often perceive themselves) to 
KDYHVXSHULRUUHODWLRQDOVNLOOVIRUOHDGHUVKLSLQWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\RUJDQL]DWLRQ´7KLV
contradicting experience is also mixed with the existence of male norms (Krefting, 
2003), and eventually lead to professional women having to sort out through whether 
WKH\DUHHTXDODQGWKHVDPHDVPHQRULQGHHGµQDWXUDOO\¶GLIIHUHQWDQGKRZWKLVUHIOHFWV
upon their position in the university where male norm of behaviour is well-established 
and persists through generations, . 
Bailyn (2003) initiates a discussion regarding what the dominance of the 
masculine norm and male-centred experiences mean specifically for the academic 
environment, as opposed to corporate environment. The researcher, in an empirical 
study, has interviewed academic staff of one of the US key educational facilities, and 
some respondents, including male ones, acknowledged the existence of such norms. 
%DLO\QQRWHV³:Kat this means is that the academy is anchored in 
assumptions about competence and success that have led to practice and norms 
constructed around the life experiences of men and around a vision of masculinity as the 
normal, universal requirement of universiW\OLIH´+DUYDUGSK\VLFLVW+RZDUG*HRUJL
shares his opinion, that scientists are expected to be highly competitive and assertive 
(Georgi, 2000). However, the researcher himself raises an important question, are these 
qualities really beneficial to a successful scholar? Does the fact that these traits are 
perceived as beneficial within the corporate environment automatically make them 
suitable within a university environment? Georgi (2000) believes that in order to do 
³JRRGVFLHQFH´WKHUHVHDUFKHUKDVWRbe persistent, while his/ her work is driven by 
curiosity. Even more so, assertiveness as a trait may not always be beneficial when an 
ability to critically evaluate and question your own work is crucial (Baily, 2003). Georgi 
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(2000) notes that considering assertiveness as a necessary prerequisite for being a 
successful academic may put women in a disadvantaged position, as the latter may be 
perceived or expected not to possess this quality, or indeed be less assertive due to their 
upbringing or societal pressures (Sinclair, 1998). 
In line with the arguments and concerns voiced by Bailyn (2003) and Georgi 
(2000), Benschop and Brouns (2003) argue that widespread dominance of a masculine 
norm derived from behavioural repertoires of male researchers has some negative 
consequences for the institutions as well as science as a whole. The researchers even 
propose the Olympus model to characterise and explain the educational hierarchical 
system and broad-spectrum outcomes of the masculine norm. The core of the model, or 
rather a top of the scientific Olympus ± is a young man, a symbolic representation of a 
successful researcher (Benschop & Brouns, 2003). He is distanced from everyday 
practices, and focused on a single goal ± succeeding in his scientific career through 
delivering a maximum number of publications. The function of science, according to 
this model, is to deliver universal knowledge; and the university itself is well secured 
and isolated from other aspects of life (e.g., social), as they can only create barriers to 
seeking and delivering objective truth (Benschop & Brouns, 2003). Although somewhat 
exaggerating a real situation, the model by Benschop and Brouns (2003) makes an 
important point, in demonstrating how the masculine norm affects not only the 
relationships inside academia, but also outside, as it presents the students with a skewed 
vision of science and successful career. Finch (2003) continues the argument by 
stressing that within the UK, at least one third of school students enter academia, and 
therefore any gender inequality practices, imbalances or established norms serve as an 
example and model of the society to them. This way the inequalities and gender 
practices are further distributed throughout their adulthood (Finch, 2003). 
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Knights and Richards (2003) make an argument that our contemporary 
understanding of various problems concerned with gender, race, social status or any 
other inequality, should be evaluated in relation to established masculine reasoning and 
dominating concept of meritocracy. Furthermore, it is argued that masculine discourses 
and norms have a detrimental ability to legitimize the process of intense competition 
and control over any procedure involved in seeking knowledge (Knights & Richards, 
2003; Kloot, 2004; Deem, 2003; Van den Brink et al., 2010). Knights and Richards 
ULJKWIXOO\FRQFOXGHV³«PHULWRFUDWLFV\VWHPVRILQHTXDOLW\UHIOHFWDQG
reproduce the discursive practices of masculinity that present disadvantages to a 
PDMRULW\RIZRPHQDQGVRPHPHQ´ 
Holmes et al. (2007) discuss the issue of established norms and masculinity in 
relation to women of colour, in particular ± Black women in academia. The researchers 
argue that the male norm is not the only one dominating modern universities (Holmes et 
al., 2007). While numbers of white women holding higher rank positions are slowly but 
steadily rising throughout educational sector, women of colour and ethnic minority 
women have to face marginalisation due to the fact that (a) they do not comply with 
masculine norm, aQGEWKH\GRQRWFRPSO\ZLWK³ZKLWHPDOHRU)HPDOH´VWHUHRW\SH´
(Holmes et al., 2007). The researchers have conducted an investigation, of whether it is 
important for university students to have mentors of the same gender/ ethnicity. The 
results indicate that it may be highly beneficial for the students to have access to 
mentors who have a lot in common with them, also due to the fact that these mentor 
figures are viewed by students as role models, further inspiring and positively 
influencing their career (Holmes et al., 2007). 
Overall, research indicates that the existence and persistence of the masculine 
norm within the Academy has profound consequences for the women who take up an 
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academic career. This norm contributes to ongoing difficulties for female academics 
including the maintenance of barriers which impede progress through the academy and 
being subjected to negative gendered behaviour. In the next sections, we will consider 
research which explores the existence and persistence of a negative context which acts 
to exclude women in general and women of colour in particular from university work 
environments, particularly at more senior levels. 
2.2.2. Structural barriers preventing gender equality in academia 
 
Despite the considerable attention directed at the topic of gender inequality 
within the work place environment the specific problem of discrimination against 
women within academia has only recently been brought into the spotlight. Researchers 
have relatively recently started to conduct empirical studies regarding roles and 
opportunities of Female scholars and academic professionals around the world (Monroe 
et al., 2008; Husu, 2015). Women who dedicated their career to academia and science 
are often faced with a number of hurdles that significantly affect their professional 
growth and development. Professional women often find themselves in a male-
dominated culture, where male-leader stereotypes are perceived as the only effective 
way to perform academic tasks, as discussed in the previous section (Braidotti, 2013). 
Women face implicit and explicit bias and oppression, and often find themselves 
excluded from professional networks and collaborations (Rhoton, 2011), not taken 
seriously (Trower, 2001) or sexually harassed (Roosmalen & McDaniel, 1999). Women 
deciding to pursue a career in academia are faced with a number of structural challenges 
that include but are not limited to: necessity to combine work and family 
responsibilities, existing wage gap between female and male professionals, gender 
inequality and discrimination, sexual harassment, underrepresentation of Female 
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employees among higher management ranks (Monroe et al., 2008; Rafnsdóttir and 
Heijstra, 2013; Husu, 2015). 
Interestingly, despite seemingly identical sources of job satisfaction, research 
conducted by Lawler (2002) demonstrated that women and men differed in their 
opinion regarding the most significant career obstacles. Both sexes have identified 
similar key sources of dissatisfaction: access to campus resources, teaching practice, 
administration and salary. At the same time, female employees were significantly more 
likely to report negative interactions with their colleagues, negative and dissatisfying 
experiences concerning promotion, necessity to balance multiple commitments (work 
and family life), significant workload (Lawler, 2002). Another psychological source of 
dissatisfaction for women came from their perception and experience regarding their 
chances for promotion and tenure. Female employees were reportedly engaged in a 
higher number of committee activities and had to advise more students through 
supervision and mentoring duties.  Hult et al. (2005) notes that interviewed female 
employees of MIT perceived these factors as capable of negatively affecting their 
professional trajectory and chances for promotion. Interestingly, a number of empirical 
studies (Lawler, 2002; Hult et al., 2005) reported tenured women in the SET fields in 
Princeton University and MIT to be less satisfied with their positions and discouraged.  
2.2.3. Balancing home and professional life: women in academia 
 
Gender discrimination at places of work manifested in a number of ways, 
particularly through the lack of measures adopted by the academic institutions to adjust 
to the unequal distribution of family commitments between male and Female employees 
(Monroe et al., 2008; Monroe and Chiu, 2010; Sonnert & Holton, 1995). Women have 
to balance work and family responsibilities and often find themselves physically and 
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emotionally exhausted. Monroe et al. (2008) discusses emotional suffering that women 
who choose a career in the Academy experience on a daily basis.  
³0DQ\RWKHUUHVSRQGHQWVWROGRIWKHLQFUHGLEOHSDLQIHOWDVWKH\ZHUHWRUQ
between children and their job. The emotional exhaustion and the sense of 
desperation, as they had to choose between what felt like irreconcilable 
conflicts, left women drained emotionally and unsatisfied with whatever 
VROXWLRQVZHUHFUDIWHG´S 
Moreover, female researchers and professors believe that the conflict between 
professional responsibilities and family life is the reality l for Female professionals in 
any sphere of work, not only Academia (Monroe et al., 2008). Because of the 
imbalanced distribution of work and family-related responsibilities discussed before, 
women end up having to deal with an increased work load. Trower (2001) notes that 
feeling stressed and overwhelmed is much more common among female faculty 
members than male ones. Women often end up feeling frustrated and guilty of not 
giving their families enough time, at the same time feeling like they are not giving 
100% of effort to their work as a researcher. High and unrealistic expectations often 
lead to high levels of stressed among women who chose to pursue academic career 
(Hewlett & Luce, 2005).  
A number of factors negatively affect women productivity and wellbeing and are 
directly connected to the issue of gender inequality. Rafnsdóttir and Heijstra (2013) 
discuss the matter of time, time structure and time consFLRXVQHVVLQUHODWLRQWR³WKH
ZLGHVSUHDGJHQGHUGLYLVLRQLQZRUNDQGIDPLO\OLIH´S$QXPEHURIHPSLULFDO
studies have demonstrated that men and women spend their free and work time 
differently (Rafnsdóttir and Heijstra, 2013; Sonnert & Holton, 1995). This differential 
freedom to spend work- or family-related time between men and women has been 
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shown to significantly affect individual health, productivity, wellbeing and the level of 
stress. For instance, women often have to devote more time to family responsibilities 
when compared to men, and this time squeeze is known to cause decreased social role, 
autonomy and leads to partial or complete elimination of social life (Rafnsdóttir and 
Heijstra, 2013).  
The phenomena of marriage and motherhood have a considerable and 
differentiated effect on men and women, as well as their professional trajectories. 
Researchers (Trower, 2001) group these effects into separate categories based on the 
effect they have upon certain career stages: (1) graduate school effects, (2) postdoctoral 
fellowships, (3) faculty positions. The research has demonstrated that having a child 
increases a time gap between obtaining bachelor`s and doctorate degrees for both men 
and women. However, in the case of men the total gap was only extended by 0.9 years, 
while in the case of women it resulted in 3.1 year extension, which as discussed above, 
significantly affected the life-long earnings. Interestingly, married researchers 
demonstrated a significantly more productive performance during graduate years, while 
their colleagues who had children showed decreased productivity. Trower (2001) 
reports a positive effect on marriage occurring during postdoctoral fellowship period on 
professional productivity (number of publications) for both genders. Similarly, to the 
graduate school period, postdoctoral period suffered in terms of productivity when male 
and Female researchers had children. It has been noted that having family commitments 
affected and shaped women`s professional characteristics, when male counterparts were 
significantly more resistant to these changes. When unmarried and married Female 
postdoctoral fellows were compared in regards of their commitment to their research 
projects, only 6% of the unmarried researchers reported not being able to dedicate 100% 
of their attention to their study topic. At the same time the total of 16.5% of the married 
women-postdocs could not give their full attention to the research. Interestingly, family 
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commitments and marriage did not show any significant effect on male postdoctoral 
fellows (Sonnert & Holton, 1995). 
Trower (2001) reported that the female postdoctoral fellows with children were 
three times less likely to dedicate their full attention to the research. Once again, 
parenting did not seem to make much significant difference for the male researchers. An 
important fact observed among male and Female postdoctoral fellows was that having a 
child shifted family priorities towards the husband`s career. The presence of children 
made families focus more on the man`s career priorities and therefore wives were 
automatically assigned housekeeping and child raising responsibilities (Trower, 2001; 
Sonnert & Holton, 1995).  Researchers report difficulties when identifying and studying 
relationships between marriage, parenthood and faculty positions. According to Trower 
QS³,QWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQIDPLO\DQGDQDFDGHPLFFDUHHUGRH[LVWEXWWKH\DUH
too complex and idiosyncratic to be captured by global variables such as martial and 
SDUHQWDOVWDWXV´,QWHrestingly, a considerable proportion of male employees (27.3%) 
and Female ones (34.6%) reported that career demands have negatively impacted their 
decision to marry. Another important aspect ± decision to have children ± was more 
influenced by career demands among women (77.8%) than among married men (46.2%) 
(Sonnert & Holton, 1995). 
Sonnert and Holton (1995) conclude that despite family and parenthood-related 
obstacles and barriers are encountered by both, male and Female researchers, the latter 
seem to be VLJQLILFDQWO\PRUHYXOQHUDEOHWRWKHDVVRFLDWHGFKDOOHQJHV³GLVDGYDQWDJHV
for women`s career are straightforward and intuitively plausible ± restricted mobility for 
GXDOFDUHHUFRXSOHVRUWKHODUJHDPRXQWVRIWLPHDQGHIIRUWUHTXLUHGE\FKLOGUHDULQJ´
(p. 160). Interestingly, women scientists who choose not to marry or have children 
encounter a set of completely different challenges. According to Sonnert and Holton 
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(1995), they often feel uncomfortable due to a high number of unwanted advances from 
male colleagues and feel pressure from everybody concerning their marital status and 
dating other people.  Thus, these single women are unable to escape the prejudices 
targeting other women ± married or unmarried, which negatively affects their career 
path (Trower, 2001; Sonnert & Holton, 1995). 
Pressure and work load seem to only increase as women move up the career 
ladder within academia. Over 70% of women holding tenure or tenure-track position 
within the faculty report that prospect of leaving their job for an extended period of time 
because of giving birth is very risky for them (Trower, 2001). They consider such 
maternity leave to seriously jeopardise their position within the university as well as 
career prospects. The reports also show that an average faculty member has a workload 
of 55 hours per week, while working mothers often have over 80 hours of work due to 
their imbalanced life. Most of the household responsibilities and care for children falls 
on their shoulders (Wyer et al., 2013; Zhang & Hannum, 2013). 
2.2.4. Gender inequality: women underrepresentation among higher academic ranks 
 
Underrepresentation of women in higher education is a global trend, however 
different countries demonstrated varied degrees of improvements associated with 
movement toward gender equality. According to Pearson (2014), Western countries 
definitely lead the way, while Sub-Saharan Africa is a distinct outsider, with only less 
than 10% of women enrolled in colleges and universities. Recent decades have 
witnessed a significant growth in the proportion of women among Asian, Latin America 
and Caribbean students (Figure 1). Eastern Europe and Middle Eastern countries also 
demonstrate a positive progress as far as educating young women. However, empirical 
data shows that high representation of women among university students does not 
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guarantee gender equality and lack of oppression and discrimination (Sonnert & Holton, 
1995; Wenneras & Wold, 2001; Monroe et al., 2008). 
  
Figure 1. The global trend of woman participation in higher education during the 
period of 1970-2010). The data was calculated by dividing the number of enrolled 
women by the total number of the population of the appropriate age (Source: 
Pearson, 2014). 
Monroe et al. (2008) argue that underrepresentation of female researchers and 
professors in Academia is merely a reflection of inequality that still exists in the rest of 
the professional spheres and our society as a whole. A number of studies have 
FRQGXFWHGHPSLULFDOUHVHDUFKWRVWXG\ZRPHQ¶VXQGHU-representation in the academic 
sphere as well as the underlying causes (Monroe et al., 2008; Sonnert & Holton, 1995; 
Husu, 2015).  Monroe et al. (2008) have collected empirical data regarding female 
representation in US academic environment and studied problems that women face at 
their workplace. Monroe et al. (2008) argue that academic and professional worlds hire 
Female specialists at the same rate, and even though it is believed that occupation type 
should create a gender gap, jobs requiring higher qualification are expected to decrease 
it. However, this is now what the researchers have observed in the reality. As much as 
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Figure 2. Percentage of women employed by academic institution by professional 
status in the US for 2001 (source: Monroe et al., 2008) 
Figure 3 below demonstrates a clear and typical scissor pattern, reflecting the 
promotion distribution between men and within the academic environment (European 
Commission, 2012). The scissor pattern reflects the dynamics of gender gap change 
throughout different stages of professional development of men and women within 
academic institutions (Macha, 2011). The compared time periods (years 2002 and 2010) 
demonstrated that the alarming pattern of significant underrepresentation of female 
professors and researchers has not improved within the time frame of eight years. The 
data obtained for European academic institutions largely echoes patterns observed 
within the US academia (Bellas, 1994; Budig & England, 2001; Monroe et al., 2014). 
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students groups (60% of male students versus 36% of Female students), while the most 
skewed pattern is observed at the most senior level of professorship (Grade A: 90% of 
male professors against 10% of Female ones). 
Husu (2015) discusses the case of Norway, which when looking at the overall 
number of Female professors cannot be considered a gender equality leader among 
other European countries and instead displays average results: 21% of Female 
professors (data for 2013). Despite this, Norway as well as other Nordic states, greatly 
excels in gender equality when it comes to high rank academic and scientific leadership: 
25% of Norwegian and 43% of Swedish universities are led by women. At the same 
time 90% of European universities are led by male professors. The same pattern is 
observed in Nordic academic scientific boards and committees (Husu, 2015). 
 
 
Figure 3. Promotion of men and women within academic environment (science and 
engineering) during the period of 2002-2010 within the EU states (source: 
































Promotion of men and women 
Men 2002 Men 2010 Women 2002 Women 2010
47 
 
Underrepresentation of female professionals among higher ranks varies among 
countries, specific institutions and discipline fields. STEM disciplines (Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) demonstrate the lowest representation of 
Female specialists (Monroe et al., 2014). For instance, among the elite US science and 
engineering institutions, the percentage of women employed as full professors has been 
close to 10% for the last 50 years (Monroe et al., 2014). Apart from the negative gender 
discrimination phenomenon, this fact indicates lack of change and progress: literally ± a 
stagnant situation. The problem is further aggravated by the burden of racial inequality. 
When it comes to the representation of women of color, the number decreases to 1.6% 
of the full professors employed by engineering faculties (Ward, 2001; Wyer, 2013).  
The negative dynamics cannot be explained by the low desire of women to 
pursue career in STEM sciences: up to 44% of all PhD students are Females, however 
after graduation they massively abandon their aspiration to become scientists or 
professors. Certain fields, such as Life Sciences, observe significant improvement as far 
as increased representation of women among academic staff. However other fields, such 
as Chemistry and Physics, remain dominated by males (Monroe et al., 2014). The so-
called, SLSHOLQHSUREOHPDOVRIDLOVWRH[SODLQWKHQHJDWLYHG\QDPLFV³,QHTXDOLW\FDQQRW
be explained by reference to the pipeline or pathways problem, which argues that after 
























1 and 2 
Gap 
between 
1 and 4 
Mechanical 
Engineering 10.4 15.7 8.9 3.2 -5.3 7.2 
Physics 13.3 11.2 9.4 5.2 2.1 8.1 
Astronomy 20.6 20.2 15.7 9.8 0.4 10.8 
Computer 
Science 20.5 10.8 14.4 8.3 9.7 12.2 
Economics 29.3 19 16.3 7.2 10.3 22.1 
Math 27.2 19.6 13.2 4.6 7.6 22.6 
Political 
Science 36.6 36.5 28.6 13.9 0.1 22.7 
Chemistry 31.3 21.5 20.5 7.6 9.8 23.7 
Biology 44.7 30.4 24.7 14.7 14.3 30 
Sociology 58.9 52.3 42.7 24.3 6.6 34.6 




Some researchers went as far as suggesting that the genetic predisposition might 
affect the ratio of male to female representation (Sonnert & Holton, 1995). If this 
argument was valid, Monroe et al. (2014) point out that Female PhD students would be 
observed underperforming compared to their male counterparts, when in reality an 
opposite pattern is observed.  
The Table above illustrates a typical pattern of underrepresentation of women 
within STEM faculties when compared to the social sciences (e.g.  Sociology). 
Reitsamer (2009) presents data that emphasizes these serious differences. According to 
the researcher women represented only 20% of the PhD students studying Computer 
science in 2008 in the US. At the same time, such faculties as Sociology and 
Psychology hired over 50% of Female PhD students. Interestingly, Biology PhD 
students consisted of women by almost 45%. Despite the data regarding PhD students, 
all of the analyzed faculties demonstrated significant underrepresentation of women 
professionals within a higher rank positions. Faculties of Sociology and Psychology 
employed only around 30% of female professionals, while the faculties of Astronomy 
and Computer Science only employed around 10%. The table, in line with empirical 
studies, shows that significant drop in women representation occurred at the stage of 
full time professorship. While women seen to occupy a significant portion of Assistant 
Professor positions, not many make it to a tenure job. This interesting and disturbing 
phenomenon will be discussed in greater detail later within this chapter. 
Various theories and concepts have been developed to explain differentiated 
career trajectories of men and women in academia (Wyche & Graves, 1992; Kjeldal, 
Rindfleish & Sheridan, 2005; Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; Zhang, Y., & Hannum, 




professional experience. The latter variable, professional experience, is thought to be 
negatively affected by existing structural factors such as highly competitive 
environment, where Female professionals are only starting to conquer their ground 
(Sonnert & Holton, 1995). Female specialists are often offered certain work 
arrangements (part time, adjunct, etc.) which significantly decrease their chances to 
compete with their male counterparts, who are able to dedicate their full time and effort 
to climbing the academe career ladder (Zhang & Hannum, 2013). Academic 
productivity is also closely connected to the professional arrangements available to 
)HPDOHUHVHDUFKHUVDQGSURIHVVRUV7KHVH³PDUJLQDOSRVLWLRQV´.MHOGDOHWDO
433) lead to increased teaching load and associated significantly fewer opportunities for 
conducting research and performing group leadership responsibilities (supervising PhD 
and post-doctoral students, etc.). This in turn, negatively affects women`s satisfaction 
with their own results, self-efficacy and motivation to conduct the research. Decreased 
motivation and limited time free of teaching sessions in turn decreases chances to obtain 
research grants, or even apply for them (Bain & Cummings, 2000). Female researchers 
are also reported to attend fewer professional events when compared to their male 
counterparts: women attend fewer conferences and meetings (Kjeldal et al., 2005). 
According to the Kjeldal et al (2005), opportunities available to male and female 
researchers in the academy are quite different. Male leaders tend to favor and appoint 
PDOHVWDIIDSKHQRPHQRQUHIHUUHGWRDV³KRPRVRFLDOUHSURGXFWLRQRU³OLNHSURPRWLQJ
OLNH´.MHOGDOHWDO7KLVEHKDYLRUFDQEHH[SODLQHGIURPWKHVWDQGSRLQWRI
social identity theory (Ellemers & Haslam, 2011). The males tend to view other males 
DVWKHLU³LQ-JURXS´ZKLOH)HPDOHOHDGHUVDUHFRQVLGHUHG³RXW-JURXS´(YHQWKRXJK
existing behavioral patterns and group dynamics seem to be much more complex than 
this, the theory has been supported by a number of empirical studies from academia and 
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other fields (Kjeldal et al., 2005; Sonnert & Holton, 1995; Wyer et al., 2013; Lawler, 
2002; Lewis, 2014). 
Overall, much of the research concludes that women are often faced with 
difficult dilemmas that make them choose to stop their academic career. One of the 
choices Female employees make is not to join the tenured scientists ranks. This is why 
recent decades are witnessing an increased representation of non-tenure-track Female 
employees working full time within the faculties. Some researchers believe that this 
decision to join non-tenure-track or part-time employment opportunities is largely 
caused by increased stress connected to the necessity to combine work and family-
related responsibilities. This creates a conflict between career and family, and women 
often find themselves choosing for non-tenure employment options, simply because 
they offer more flexibility (Ledwith & Manfredi, 2000; Macha, 2011; Zhang & 
Hannum, 2013). 
At a certain point of their career trajectory, young women experience pressure 
from their families and friends who often view marriage along with motherhood more 
important than a successful scientific career. Women often feel judged, instead of being 
supported and perceive marriage and family life incompatible with their professional 
growth (Budig & England, 2001). Empirical evidence suggests that women from STEM 
faculties who are recent PhD graduates and who are offered two career opportunities (a 
part-time contract or a tenure opportunity) would often choose the temporary contract, 
usually a three year one. PhD`s in mathematics, physics, geology and chemistry were 
much more likely to go for a temporary offer in order to adjust it to possible family 
plans. The researchers also studied the impact of other variables (university prestige, 
location, ranking, salary, etc.) and its effect on the choice made by women, however the 
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contract length seemed to be one of the strongest predictors of a woman`s future career 
trajectory (Trower, 2001; Pearson, 2014). 
2.2.5. Differential pay: men and women in academia 
 
The pattern of differential pay between men and women is consistent throughout 
private and business institutions. Trower (2001) reports women on average making 
$10,300-$12,895 less when compared to their male counterparts occupying equivalent 
positions. Researchers point out that underrepresentation of women in academia often 
goes along with substantial underpayment of their services. Monroe et al. (2014) present 
data that demonstrate Female faculty members earning 80-85% of what their male 
counterparts are paid. The tendency seems to be consistent throughout academic ranks 
and institutions. It is further argued that discipline field determines the level of 
inequality. For instance, STEM disciplines are considered the worst for Female 
professionals concerning the level of underpayment. 
A number of studies have looked into differential pay for men and women and 
have proposed a number of explanations for the observed negative phenomenon (Budig 
& England, 2001; Zhang & Hannum, 2013; Morley, 2014).  Budig and England (2001) 
discuss the role of motherhood in decreased wages for women. Wage penalty, 
particularly the one associated with motherhood is a very important problem to discuss 
when exploring the issue of gender inequality. The consistent finding of mothers 
earning less than fathers suggests that women who make a choice of having a child pay 
price for this decision. This decision, to have children, often puts women in 
disadvantaged position compared to men, thus further contributing to gender inequality. 
The research reveals that absence of earnings or the lower wage of women during the 
time they stay at home and care for children is only a minor aspect of the problem 
(Zhang & Hannum, 2013; Sonnert & Holton, 1995). Years, even two or three, spent to 
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raise a child often cost women job opportunities, chances of promotion and basically 
significantly decrease their overall life time earnings (Budig & England, 2001). Pay 
inequality is suggested to affect and trigger other gender inequalities. Budig and 
England (2001) consider the importance of motherhood - a parent who chooses to stay 
at home and dedicate his/ her time and effort to raise and educate a child also benefits a 
larger community. Children who receive attention and care in early childhood are less 
likely to commit a crime or engage in other illegal activity, it is claimed. However, 
despite the social emphasis that is placed on the value of motherhood, mothers who 
usually take up the  responsibility are never compensated for it (Budig & England, 
2001).  
Recent studies indicate that mothers are increasingly trying to combine caring 
for children and work responsibilities, however even those who do not leave their 
employment place loose a certain amount of time to child-related activities (Budig & 
England, 2001). The empirical evidence suggests that becoming a parent does not have 
a significant negative affect on fathers, on the contrary, a minor positive effect has been 
demonstrated (Zhang & Hannum, 2013). 
Wage penalty for motherhood can be partially explained by the fact that because 
of losing some years of experience and staying at home, women are able to advance less 
in their careers when compared to men (Budig & England, 2001). According to the 
human capital theory, employees during the early stages of their career receive lower 
wages but gain valuable practical experience. This gained experience along with 
seniority later results in more efficient and productive performance, and is compensated 
by an appropriate wage during later career stage. It is difficult to link lifetime earnings 
of Female academic professionals with their experience and describe the effect of 
motherhood on the variables. However, indirect evidence suggests that women choosing 
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to become mothers loose sufficient time and experience associated with it, which later 
negatively affects their pay levels (Budig & England, 2001; Zhang & Hannum, 2013). 
Rafnsdóttir and Heijstra (2013) illustrate the Nordic welfare model by 
discussing the particular case of Iceland. The country attempts to equalize rights and 
possibilities of men and women by securing a total of 9 months of parental leave, and 
reserving 3 months of the leave exclusively for fathers. Another important step the 
government of Iceland has taken was to provide parents with access to relatively cheap 
day care facilities. This measure takes some pressure of the parents and allows some 
more flexibility regarding work choices and work load. This comprehensive set of 
social benefits makes Iceland one of the global leaders as far as fighting for gender 
equality (Drummond, 2015), and has even been recognized as such by the World 
Economic Forum and its Global Gender Gap Index rating (Rafnsdóttir & Heijstra, 
2013). 
Monroe et al. (2014) emphasize the importance of the development and 
application of the so-called salary equity programs. The University of California is a 
famous example of the successful adoption of such a program. The University has 
developed an advancement system that is based on open and regular reviews of staff 
performance. These reviews determine raises and promotional events for the employees 
of all ranks across the institution. Monroe et al. (2014) notes that the system inevitably 
involves and promotes heavy use of bureaucratic procedures. However in the end the 
intervention enhances transparency and accountability. To prevent gender-biased salary 
gaps, the University of California regularly posts information regarding available 
salaries and recent promotions. In this way women who are in doubt regarding their 
status and think they might be underpaid compared to their male colleagues can simply 
compare their earnings to those of other staff. Women academics who are unsatisfied 
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with their current salaries and think they are being discriminated against can appeal for 
the review of their performance which is conducted by a special commission (Monroe et 
al., 2014) 
2.2.6. Research productivity and output 
 
A number of researchers have focused on the issue of research productivity 
among women who choose to pursue an academic career and its link to their career 
trajectory, tenure rate and wage (Trower, 2001; Zhang & Hannum, 2013). Trower 
(2001) points at two obstacles when researching the problem of research productivity: 
methodological approach (which parameter to use as a reliable and unbiased measure) 
and unusual data patterns.  An empirical study by Wenneras and Wold (2001) examined 
productivity and promotion patterns of women in Swedish universities. The research 
has shown that candidate reviewing process was prone to a number of biases. For 
instance, women were reported to be awarded 44% of PhDs in biomedical studies, 
however only one quarter of postdoc researchers within the same field were women. 
Wenneras and Wold (2001) have further reported that only 7% of women were awarded 
professorial positions. This alarming statistics was coupled by the fact that Female 
candidates had to demonstrate 2.5 times stronger and productive performance in order 
to be viewed equal to their male counterparts. 
There are contradicting results regarding productivity of male and female 
researchers as far as number of scientific articles and their scholarly value. Some 
researchers report male professionals to be more productive compared to their Female 
colleagues, however note that women often publish papers that end up having a 
significantly higher citation rating. The question of a single criteria adopted to evaluate 
productivity within academic environment is a major issue, as both ± number of 
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publications and citation rating can be rather important and self-excluding parameters 
(Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Trower, 2001). 
2.2.7. Sexual harassment: women in academia 
 
Sexual harassment at work place remains a significant factor decreasing work 
efficiency and traumatizing women all over the world (Fitzherald et al., 1988). 
Fitzherald et al. (1988) argue that the problem of sexual harassment against women in 
academia was brought into public and scientific spotlight and even though its negative 
effects on women workers and students are recognized the issue still persists 
(Roosmalen & McDaniel, 1999). A number of incidents of sexual harassment has been 
reported against women in academia (Hoffmann, 1986; Fitzgerald & Ormerod, 1993; 
Fitzgerald et al., 1988). Sexual harassment is widely recognized as a significant barrier 
to professional career development of women, however, the issue is rather difficult to 
investigate due to vague terminology and definitions, lack of standardized methodology 
adopted across fields and institutions and relatively low report rates by victims of abuse 
(Fitzgerald et al., 1988). Indeed, a recent case of systemic sexual harassment in a British 
university was reported in The Guardian, (27 August 2016). It was stated that the 
prevalence of inappropriate sexual behavior is suppressed due to the use of non-
disclosure agreements and confidentiality clauses once a legal case is taken.  This 
applies particularly to situations where the alleged harassment is taking place between a 
staff member and a student.  Sexual harassment is still very much a live issue in many 
%ULWLVKXQLYHUVLWLHVSDUWLFXODUO\LQWKHFRQWH[WRI³ODGFXOWXUH´±here the focus is on 
student behavior and not staff behavior.  However staff-student relationships and the 
occurrence of harassment in these relationships is increasingly an issue for universities. 




JHQHUDOL]HGSDUWRIWKHDFDGHPLFFXOWXUH´7KH*Xardian, 27 August 2016, pp. 6) 
affecting staff as well as students. 
Once the problem became a topic of public discussion and recognition within 
academia walls, a number of universities and colleges undertook surveys to ascertain 
the extent of the problem (Roosmalen & McDaniel, 1999). The goal of these 
investigations was to obtain a clear picture: how serious and widespread was the 
problem, and what are the consequences the university has to deal with. In early 
research, the numbers presented varied greatly from institution to institution, all because 
of the fact that different definitions of sexual harassment were used along with highly 
diverse methodological tools to screen for it. It became clear that a unified method 
should be developed to screen and assess for incidents of sexual harassment.  From this 
research five different types of sexual harassment ± outlined in Table 2 below ± were 
identified. 
The phenomenon of sexual harassment appears to be widespread within the 
business and academic environment (Roosmalen & McDaniel, 1999; Valla & Ceci, 
2014; Robbins et al., 2013). However the question remains how does this malicious 
practice affect careers of women and their professional development. Fitzgerald et al. 
(1988) view sexual harassment as a significant obstacle to woman`s career development 
in universities and the recent Guardian report (2016) discussed above still bears this out. 








Table 2. Five areas of sexual harassment used while interviewing potential victims 








Inappropriate sexual advances, with no 
further threats or sanctions. 
Sexual bribery Promise of reward coupled with requests of 
sexual activities. 
Sexual coercion Coercion of sexual activity, coupled with a 
threat of punishment. 
Sexual assault Major sexual imposition and/ or assault. 
 
Despite obvious negative effects of sexual harassment in the academic 
environment and policies directed at controlling it, why is the phenomenon still so 
widespread? The study by Fitzgerald et al. (1988) ± though somewhat dates - sheds light 
on this matter. Fitzgerald et al. (1988) reported that only 3% of all the female students 
who experience any form of sexual harassment go as far as reporting it to the 
authorities. Most of the women never do it because of a number of reasons: (1) they feel 
that nobody will believe them (2) they do not want to be viewed as troublemakers, (3) 




harassment is the misuse of power, whether organizationally or institutionally, in a 
PDQQHUWKDWFRQVWUXFWVDEDUULHUWRZRPHQCVHGXFDWLRQDODQGRFFXSDWLRQDOSXUVXLWV´$V
demonstrated by review of the earlier studies, sexual harassment has been a major 
problem women professionals had to face for a long period of time. However, according 
to Monroe et al. (2014) the situation has improved as incidents of sexual harassment at 
workplace appear to have become rare but as was reported in The Guardian this may be 
due more to non-disclosure agreements than to a reduction in this negative behavior.  
Monroe et al. (2014) argue that the issue of sexual harassment has been around long 
enough to develop effective preventive measures. In fact, the researchers suggest, such 
measures exist and are successfully implemented in a number of institutions. Monroe et 
al. (2014) note that sexual harassment prevention training is a crucial tool to eliminate 
harmful practice from the world of academia and science. Researchers argue that one of 
the major problems when dealing with incidents or existence of sexual harassment is the 
fact that many of the victims simply do not recognize harassing behavior as such and 
therefore end up never reporting the incident (Fitzgerald et al., 1988; Gutek, 2008; 
Monroe et al., 2014).  
2.2.8. Ethnic minority women: double challenge 
 
It is argued that ethnic minority women experience more discriminative barriers 
compared to women from the dominant ethnic group (Sang, AlǦDajani & Özbilgin, 
2013).Researchers argue that ethnic minority women experience the so-FDOOHG³GRXEOH
PDUJLQDOL]DWLRQ´7XUQHU2YHUWZRGHFDGHVDJR:\FKHDQG*UDYHV
have identified a research gap existing within the topic of women experiences within 
academia. The gap concerned psychological aspects of these experiences among 
minority-status female employees (African, Asian, Native American and Hispanic). 
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Unfortunately, at the moment the gap still exists and little is known about specific 
experiences, tendencies and sacrifices ethnic minority women experience if they choose 
to pursue a career path in the academic environment (Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001). 
An interviewed Female scientist of Afro-American origin noted (Wyer et al., 2013: 16): 
³,WZDVLQWKHVSULQJRIWKDW\HDUWKDW,UHDOO\FDPHWo terms with what it was 
going to mean to be a female and be a serious scientist, because at that time we 
had a speaker who was Shirley Jackson, who had just gotten her Ph.D. in 
physics from MIT and was the first Black woman to do so. She came and spoke, 
and it created quite a furor in our department and a whole conversation 
engendered about whether or not women could be women and scientists at the 
VDPHWLPH´ 
Trotman and Greene (2013) state that the academic environment in the United 
States is suited to and tailored for white heterosexual males, where it is hard for 
employees to view women of color as equals in terms of professional capabilities. At 
the same time, the authors argue, this creates an effect of minority women starting to 
doubt themselves and their own talents. Ethnic women start perceiving themselves as 
cheaters or impostors, occupying somebody else`s place (Trotman & Greene, 2013). It 
is important to challenges this established status quo of heterosexual male supremacy 
within academic walls.  
Trotman and Greene (2013) discuss the development of psychological research 
in the US that used IQ test score results to demonstrated differences between various 
social, ethnic and gender groups. The authors highlight that this notion of dominance 
was carved inside academic walls, and many stereotypes remain and persist there till 
this day. It is considered that women of colour experience particularly negative and 
difficult events during their academic career due to the fact that they are doubly 
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victimized on grounds of race and gender. Instead of focusing on their professional 
growth, these women often find themselves trying to prove their competence and 
worthiness when compared to white males and even white women (Renzulli, Grant & 
Kathuria, 2006; Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001). 
It is argued that the ivory tower of the academic environment is not welcoming 
women of color and they meet various obstacles and barriers on their way to success 
(Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001). The researchers agree that women of colour are 
significantly more stressed when compared to their male and white female counterparts. 
Ethnic minority women also experience less satisfaction from their job and perceive 
themselves as disadvantaged. Trotman and Greene (2013: 294) describe their 
profHVVLRQDOH[SHULHQFHDVXQGHUJRLQJ³SHUVRQDODQGSV\FKRORJLFDOPLQHILHOGV´7KH
authors also argue that ethnic minority women regularly become victims of the 
ethnocentrism by representatives of the dominant culture. This leads to major 
psychological traumas and distress. A number of US universities are making an effort to 
diversify their faculty by including minority women. Even when these recruiting efforts 
turn out to be successful, the issue of adaptation and comfortable work environment still 
exists. However, the increasing percentage of minority women among faculty staff does 
not solve the problem of gender equality or discrimination of women (Thomas & 
Hollenshead, 2001). Trotman and Greene (2013) further note that due to their unique 
minority status, women of colour are often expected to perform additional status-related 
responsibilities, while at the same time continuing to conduct professional duties.  
A number of interventions and strategies have been proposed to deal with the 
situation (Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; Trotman and Greene, 2013). An important tool 
to improve professional experiences of ethnic minority women is encouraging them to 
share and talk about their life and career and describe challenges and barriers they face. 
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It is crucial to make them talk about sexism and racism. First of all, discussing burning 
issues makes the entire faculty aware of the problems. Secondly, people openly 
discussing their challenges and problems experience psychological relief. Ethnic 
minority women should be encouraged to talk to other women who share the same 
challenges and experiences. It is particularly crucial to introduce new minority 
employees to successful women of colour who were effective in their careers and are 
ready to share their experience. However, even talking to new employees that have not 
achieved great success yet, has also proven to be useful as it allows ethnic minority 
women to see that they are not alone, they are not on their own and there are colleagues 
that share similar experiences and women they can talk to. The university must support 
and facilitate creation of special networks that serve to offer support and validation to 
women of color. Trotman and Greene (2013) view these networks as survival tools that 
can play a crucial role in letting a new minority woman adapt and succeed in a new 
seemingly hostile environment.  
One major issue that can significantly worsen the experience of an ethnic 
minority woman is her isolation from other women, and particularly other minority 
women (Trotman & Greene, 2013). Isolated women tend to further isolate themselves 
from friends and family and do not discuss their problems with anybody. They do not 
reach out for help and do not realize that encountering practices of sexism and racism 
are not normal and should be reported to university administration and fought against. 
The management of inappropriate sexual behaviour varies between institutions with 
some being more accepting of victims than others.  More conservative institutions are 
less likely to have active management policies in this area.  The variability across 
institutions often means that in some universities women in both majority and minority 
groups have to adapt or devise their own strategies for dealing with unwanted sexual 
attention (Trotman & Greene, 2013). 
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Imposter phenomenon, discussed by many researchers (Trotman & Greene, 
2013; Monroe et al., 2014) is rather commonly observed among ethnic minority women 
who chose to pursue an academic career. Women of color are highly vulnerable to 
perceiving themselves as intellectually phony compared to white female and male 
colleagues (Sang et al., 2013). This phenomenon is observed due to the fact that 
minority women compare themselves against expectations established within a given 
institution. An academic environment dominated by while men and a masculine norm 
creates an atmosphere where professionals are expected to act and behave in a particular 
PDQQHU(WKQLFPLQRULW\ZRPHQFDQQRWDOZD\VHDVLO\ILWWKLV³LGHDO´SURILOHDQG
therefore they frame themselves as losers and not worthy of an academic position 
(Monroe et al, 2014; Sang et al, 2013). In addition to the notion of imposter syndrome, 
there is little empirical research on how macro factors such as migration flows impact 
on academic identity (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2010; Zikic & Richardson, 2015). Migration 
is named as a major factor influencing how professionals from different countries 
perceive themselves as employees and experience their work environment (Zikic & 
Richardson, 2015). Zikic and Richardson (2015: 2) refer to the processing occurring 
GXULQJWKLVLGHQWLW\IRUPDWLRQDV³DPDFURUROHWUDQVLWLRQ´DQGDUJXHWKDWPLJUDQW
SURIHVVLRQDOV³PD\IDFHFRPSOHWHGLVFRQWLQXLW\IURPVRFLDOO\VFULSWHGRUKLJKO\
institutionalized trajectories, and as a result engage in non-OLQHDUFDUHHUH[SHULHQFHV´ 
 2.3. Including women in the Academy 
2.3.1. Recruitment practices in academia: equalizing gender imbalance 
 
In this part of the chapter attention will be directed at institutional approaches 
and strategies for increasing the number of women working in the academy at all levels. 
However, according to Van den Brink and Benschop (2014) despite a number of efforts, 
a shift towards a more balanced ratio has not been achieved. A number of researchers 
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point towards recruitment tools as the most plausible solution for the existing problem 
(Monroe et al., 2014). Others argue that without challenging the existing order within 
academic walls no transparent recruitment process will yield positive results, as even if 
more women join academia, they will still be often forced to leave due to established 
institutional and organisational barriers (Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; Lawler, 2002). 
Despite an existing argument and controversy, recruitment process is one of the 
important issues to address in order to shift the established status quo and more towards 
gender equality. 
Van den Brink and Benschop (2014) describe the academic system as an opaque 
environment, where a well-established elite (an inner circle) decides upon new 
members. Decisions made within this environment are often made in an informal 
atmosphere, and the decision-making process can be described as closed. The 
researchers argue that more transparent procedures and accountable decision-making 
processes will increase the chances of women to get hired and enhance their career 
trajectory. Van den Brink and Benschop (2014) conducted a study to explore the issue 
of transparency and accountability of recruitment process within Dutch universities. The 
authors have conducted in-depth interviews with 24 women and 40 men who held 
various positions within recruiting committees, and analysed over 950 reports of 
appointments conducted by the committees. The researchers discuss the importance of 
transparency and accountability when enhancing gender equality in business and 
academic institutions (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). It is argued that the new 
approach towards managerialism in academia is actively promoting a demand for 
transparency for all existing policies and practices. Modern demands pressure 
universities to be more open and accountable in front of their internal and external 
stakeholders. At the same time, empirical evidence concludes that transparency and 
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accountability of recruitment process alone cannot serve as a solution to the existing 
problem of gender inequality. 
The supposed value of recruitment process transparency is in its ability to 
enhance more fair selection process of the worthy candidates (Van den Brink & 
Benschop, 2014). Empirical studies of gender mechanisms taking place within the 
organisations demonstrated that chances of gender-related bias are significantly 
decreased by open and transparent decision-making process (Shaw & Stanton, 2012; 
Monroe et al., 2014). A practice of keeping evaluation criteria and assessment process 
confidential are likely to increase the chances of gender bias and decrease chances of 
the female candidates being promoted. The problem exists, that despite mutual 
agreement that transparency and accountability are of paramount importance in fighting 
gender inequality, there are little comprehensible guidelines on what actually constitutes 
these notions within the academic recruitment process.  
Van den Brink and Benschop (2014) have developed specific criteria of 
assessing transparency and accountability of the existing recruiting systems within 
universities. The researchers argue for the presence of four distinct compounds that 
enhance transparent, accountable and gender-bias free: (1) open recruitment process, (2) 
clear criteria of candidate assessment, (3) presence of the HRM professional during the 
selection process, (4) submitting the appointment report to the university board for 
approval of the selected candidate.  Van den Brink and Benschop argue that an open 
recruitment process, achieved through public advertising via university and job board 
channels, ensures that all interested and qualified candidates may apply for the position, 
instead of offering an employment opportunity to a selected and privileged pool of 
candidates. They further emphasize that committee boards which are in need of 
alternative permission (advertising the professorship within a narrow circle) must first 
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obtain a special permission from the university administration. The selection criteria 
used during the interviewing process to design the questions and assess qualification of 
the candidates must be properly developed and made known to all stakeholders of the 
process. These clear and specific criteria should serve as a basis of shortlisting the 
qualified candidates. An HRM advisor can play a significant role in professionalizing 
the entire recruitment process, and may help in designing the selection process or 
developing new channels to seek for the qualified candidates. Each appointment, made 
by the committee, should be properly documented and handed over to the university 
board for confirmation. In case any doubt or contradiction arises, the report should serve 
as a documented proof that the selection process complied with the university criteria 
and specify the decision rationale behind hiring a particular candidate (Van den Brink & 
Benschop, 2014; Monroe et al., 2014). 
Some protocols developed to enhance gender equality via increasing 
transparency and accountability of the recruitment process, suggest that extra effort 
should be dedicated to searching for women candidates (Reitsamer, 2009). A number of 
protocols strongly advise to have at least one woman member on the selection board to 
ensure unbiased decision. Some universities have developed gender-neutral procedures 
± special protocols that stimulate the committee members to clarify their selection 
criteria and use a checklist procedure to ensure the decision has not been affected by 
gender of the applicants (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). Filling such checklists is 
mandatory for all the committee members, and the completed protocols are delivered to 
the university board for examination (Reitsamer, 2009). 
Formal practices, developed by the universities, often comply with the three 
different concepts of gender equality. Some practices, particularly those advising for 




existence of multiple barriers in the way of women professionals (Monroe et al., 2014). 
The so-called intentional gender equality approach emphasizes the particular 
contribution of women to the work process and advises for their representation within 
the recruiting committee. A post-equity perspective, on the other hand, targets gender-
neutral practices that are developed to effectively disrupt gender inequality practices. 
Protocols developed based on this framework advocate for gender-neutral selection 
process of the candidates (for instance the use of unified application forms where no 
indication of gender or name can be found) (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). 
Some researchers argue that ensuring the presence of women among committee 
members does not guarantee unbiased decisions and equality of male and female 
candidates. It is argued that women members are not expected to support other women 
during the recruitment process. Empirical studies have shown examples where women 
committee members demonstrated hostility towards women candidates being 
interviewed (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). This observation is supported by other 
ones, all of them suggesting that women are just as prone to making gender-biased 
decisions as their men-colleagues. Therefore, women being a part of the recruitment 
committee do not guarantee a gender-neutral selection process and are not more likely 
to give women candidates equal or increased chances to succeed during the recruitment 
process (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). Despite this, some studies suggest that 
presence of women committee members improves the overall work atmosphere during 
the process and overall increases the chances of women applicants. Van den Brink and 
Benschop (2014) conclude that diversifying the committee composition, enhances 
transparency and efficiency of the selection process and thus decreases a chance of 
gender-biased decisions favouring white men professionals.  
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2.3.2. Gender inequalities: coping strategies 
 
,QWKLVVHFWLRQDWWHQWLRQZLOOEHGLUHFWHGDWKRZZRPHQ³FRSH´ZLWKJHQGHU
disparities and unfair treatment. A number of empirical studies have investigated the 
psychology of academic women and how they cope with the existing situation of gender 
inequality (Carty, 1992; Monroe et al., 2008; Hult, Callister & Sullivan, 2005; Barry, 
%HUJ	&KDQGOHU7KHUHVHDUFKHUVDJUHHWKDWRYHUDOO³ZRPHQUHMHFWOHJDODQG
administrative mechanisms in favour of the subtler collective actiRQSURSRVDOV´
(Monroe et al., 2008, p. 224). Evidence exists that there are significant differences in 
male and female professional experiences, motivation factors, job satisfaction and ways 
to deal with existing work-related situations (Hult et al., 2005). 
Hult et al. (2005) stresses the importance of monitoring levels of job satisfaction 
when evaluating overall work climate and gender inequality within an academic 
institution. Most of the researchers focus solely on work performance and efficiency, 
ignoring factors such as satisfaction and motivation, which are known to directly and 
indirectly affect both (Hewlett & Luce, 2005). A detailed survey carried out within the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) explored levels of job satisfaction and 
motivation among female employees of the institution. The female members of MIT 
SET colleges (specialised in Agriculture, Engineering, Natural Resources, Science) 
were interviewed to study their job experiences. SET colleges were chosen, because 
according to the authors (Hult et al., 2005), the progress towards gender equality was 
the least profound and obvious there. The study has found that both male and female 
employees share the same sources of job satisfaction and professional success: college 
interactions, access to campus resources, administration and teaching. Males and 
Females found positive communication and interaction with their colleagues, teaching 
practice, access to scientific and recreational resources as well as administrational 
support key to their satisfaction. 
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A number of interventions have been suggested and implemented to increase 
levels of satisfaction among women employees (Karam & Afiouni, 2014; Monroe et al., 
2014). Hult et al. (2005) note that different universities and faculties still identify highly 
similar causes of dissatisfaction among their female employees. The problem appears to 
be really widespread and pervasive across institutions, particularly among science and 
engineering faculties. The National Science Foundation has implemented an 
intervention called the NSF-ADVANCE program, which attempts to enhance 
participation of Female professionals in science-related projects and increase their 
representations among the scientific and engineering staff. A number of the US 
universities have followed the initiative by developing local programs to help women 
employees have an equal access to higher rank academic positions and leadership roles. 
For instance, the Utah State University was one of the first to receive the NSF-Advance 
award for its plan. The initiative started by conducting interviews and surveys with local 
women employees to identify the sources of dissatisfaction. Interestingly, the research 
has demonstrated that women employed by a large university in the rural West have 
problems similar to those experienced by their colleagues from Princeton and MIT 
(Hult et al., 2005). 
Individual responsibility model  
The study conducted by Monroe et al. (2008) at the University of California at 
Irvin (UCI) demonstrated that female employees of the faculties were demonstrating 
behaviour that can be explained by individual responsibility model. The Female 
employees seemed to fully recognize the UCI authority and shifted responsibility over 
the situation of gender inequality to themselves. The women employed as academic 
professionals felt like it was solely their responsibility to deal with the situation where 
they had to put more psychological and physical effort to keep up with their male 
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counterparts. Monroe et al. (2008), in accordance with other researchers (Kelan, 2009; 
Monroe et al., 2014), discovered that the majority of interviewed women felt like they 
had to do more compared to male employees if they wanted to succeed in academic 
environment. The common reflection upon the existing situation was lament; anger was 
rarely observed. Therefore, Monroe et al. (2008), concludes, women have (1) 
recognized and acknowledged the existing situation of gender inequality in academic 
environment; (2) recognized authority of the UCI board over taking the administrative 
decision; (3) adopted an individual responsibility model concerning the situation; (4) 
expected themselves to work harder to achieve results similar to those demonstrated by 
their male counterparts. This dangerous logic has put women in a situation where they 
rely on their own strength and hard work to adapt to the ongoing discrimination, and do 
not actively demand or expect the higher level authority (University or State) to tackle 
the issue. This dangerous observations suggests that Female employees compare their 
own performance to high standards influenced by exaggerated gender-biased 
expectations. Inability to comply with these requirements results in women seeing it as 
their personal shortcomings and low self-efficacy (Monroe et al., 2008).  
Adaptation of male model of behaviour in academic environment 
A number of researchers report an interesting observation of female reaction to 
gender inequality in Academia: they try to fit into the male world (Monroe et al., 2008; 
Knights & Richards, 2003; Leslie et al., 2015). A number of empirical studies have 
concluded that women unconsciously and consciously adapt to a male mode of 
behaviour (Monroe et al., 2008). Women adopt a habit to imitate or echo male 
behaviour: not wear pink or overly feminine clothes, avoid keeping photos of children 
and family at their work place. This finding has been proven by empirical findings, 
when interviewed women reported being extra careful regarding their dressing style and 
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the manner of behaviour. This adaptation to male model of behaviour seems to be a 
common behavioural pattern among women within academe (Ward, 2001). Among a 
number of ways women in academia choose to react to discrimination and inequality, 
resistance has been described as a rather common one (Zikic, & Richardson, 2015). 
ĝOLZDDQG-RKDQVVRQLQWKHLUHPSLULFDOLQYHVWLJDWLRQRIWKHHIIHFWRIPHULWRFUDWLF
systems on minority women within the UK business schools have described resistance 
as an individual reaction to oppression within the work environment. Some interviewed 
minority women revealed that the process of self-identification within the reality of 
deeply rooted inequality makes the resistant to expectations imposed on them by others. 
A number of authors argue that there are certain types of reactions and behaviour 
practices expected from women in general and minority women in particular within a 
male-dominated domain such as academia (Roosmalen & McDaniel, 1999; Zikic & 
5LFKDUGVRQ:RPHQLQWHUYLHZHGE\ĝOLZDDQG-RKDQVVRQUHIXVHGWR
adhere to these expectations as a form of individual protest. Another crucial detail, 
revealed by the study, was an attempt of the minority Female researcher to focus her 
ZRUNRQWRSLFVLPSRUWDQWIRUKHUUHJLRQRIRULJLQ³WKLVLVWKHVXEMHFW,CPLQWHUHVWHGLQ
DQGWKLVLVWKHFRPPXQLW\RIUHVHDUFKHUV,ZDQWWRFRQQHFWZLWK´ĝOLZD	-RKDQVVRQ
2013:17). However, this particular respondent has expressed a strong belief that her 
research choice and thrive to connect with native fellow researchers will have a negative 
impact on her chances of promotion within the UK institution. 
The issue of meritocracy-dominated system within the UK higher education 
institutions receives a special meaning in the context of professional experiences of 
HWKQLFPLQRULW\ZRPHQĝOLZDDQG-RKDQVVRQDUJXHWKDWEHLQJDGLVFULPLQDWLRQ
promoting system in itself, meritocracy further oppresses individuals who are already 
disadvantaged because of their ethnical status. The researchers examined experiences of 
women of non-UK origin pursuing career within the UK business schools. The choice 
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of the target group was caused by an increasing role of it publicly discussing 
disadvantages of meritocratic policies and problematizing them in a new context. 
Research of professional experiences of minority groups and how they are affected by 
malfunctioning institutional and organizational systems are highly important as they 
promote public awareness of how individuals lose their opportunities due to rigidness in 
modern day life of the UK universities. 
7KHFXUUHQWHPSKDVLVRQPHULWLQWKH8.XQLYHUVLWLHVDFFRUGLQJWRĝOLZDDQG
Johansson (2013), is caused by compliance with market-framed and stimulated research 
competition. The Research Excellence Framework has been designed to assess and 
develop these criteria. The framework estimates the merit degree of various academic 
outputs. The researchers argue that merit of academics is established through evaluating 
their teaching, leadership qualities and roles (for example, being a head of the 
department or a research group), generating income, and managerial role within the 
LQVWLWXWLRQĝOLZDDQG-RKDQVVRQDUJXHWKDWPHULWRFUDF\DVVXPHVWKDWFRPSOH[
social structures can be developed without considering gender, race, sexual orientation, 
religious, class or other differences between the individuals. The researchers argue that 
meritocracy can be viewed as a move towards ideals of social justice, equal 
opportunities, free competition, individual achievement, etc. Despite the noble goal, the 
discourse is lacking any trace of recognition of context-dependent variables that play a 
role in shaping social structures. Basically, the critiques of the UK system point out, the 
discourse of meritocracy chooses to ignore existing multiple bases for discrimination 
and inequality (such as the ones based on gender, class, race, etc.). 
Therefore, the existing system prevents problem recognition and therefore ± 
VROXWLRQĝOLZDDQG-RKDQVVRQVXJJHVWWKDWIRUHLJQZRPHQFRQVWLWXWHDJURXSRI
employees within the UK academia who are the main targets and victims of most of the 
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existing organizational barriers and inequalities. Without a doubt, meritocratic system 
SOD\VDUROHLQPDLQWDLQLQJWKHPDVFXOLQHVWDWXVTXRDQGDFFRUGLQJWRĝOLZDDQG
Johansson (2013: 7) what we nHHGLVWR³SRVVLEO\RIIHUIRUHLJQZRPHQDFDGHPLFVDZD\
of making sense of their professional experiences and open up an avenue for 
challenging the underlying meritocratic principles and practices operating with the 
RUJDQL]DWLRQVWKH\ZRUNIRU´ 
Various interventions have been suggested to improve the current state ethnic 
minority women find themselves in. Monroe et al. (2014) argue for the effectiveness 
and use of mentoring programs that provide consulting services on campus. At least two 
types of programs can be distinguished: (1) professional/ department-based, and (2) 
personal/ university-wide. The first type of mentoring program provides advice for both, 
men and women, on professional issues related to the work of the department. Advice 
can relate to grant-writing or publishing papers to dealing with workload, etc. Younger 
employees are paired with more experienced staff who provide mentorship and advice 
on a number of topics. Sometimes, Monroe et al. (2014) argues, it makes more sense to 
provide mentorship help of the second type ± so that an individual, particularly the one 
that is a subject of discrimination, can discuss problems in no physical proximity to his/ 
her colleagues. In the case of ethnic minority women, a woman counselor/ mentor is 
highly recommended, particularly the one of minority status herself. Most of the time, 
employees simply need a sympathetic listener, however sometimes mentors can give a 
useful professional advice. 
2.3.3. Inclusion of migrant women in professional environment 
 
As noticed by Lewis (2014) modern gender studies tend to focus on the 
exclusion of women within their respective professional environments, while there is 
less attention given to the experiences of migrant women and their attempt to become 
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included into their respective fields. It is argued that migrant professional women such 
as academics have to overcome the double marginalisation (Nahas, 1999), adaptation to 
the new country (Essers & Benschop, 2007). Essers and Benschop (2007) have 
conducted an empirical study of the experiences of migrant (Turkish and Moroccan) 
women who decided to start their own businesses in the Netherlands. The researchers 
demonstrate various strategies and tactics adopted by the female entrepreneurs. Many of 
these approaches are centered around combining local approaches towards doing 
business together with their native customs and cultural habits (Essers & Benschop, 
2007). The researchers also note that both Turkish and Moroccan business women drew 
on different sources of support when planning their business activities, i.e., while they 
apply for loans and small business support programs to local banks, they also gladly 
accept help from their parents as well as their extended family. In this way migrant 
women find it important to combine some new and local trends with their traditional 
role of family and community (Essers & Benschop, 2007). 
Researchers argue that migrant workforce continues to have a significant effect 
on the Western job market, including academic environment (Luke, 2001). Studies 
suggest that the UK academic labour market is largely affected by female migrants from 
various geographical areas (Sang, AlǦDajani & Özbilgin, 2013). And even though the 
total number of ethnic minority women pursuing an academic career in the UK 
institution is gradually increasing, the same pattern cannot be observed for the group`s 
representation among higher ranks of influential positions. Sang et al. (2013) suggests: 
³,QWXLWLYHO\DWWKHLQWHUVHFWLRQRIWKHVHWZRGLVDGYDQWDJHGJURXSVPLJUDQWwomen 
DFDGHPLFVLQIXOOSURIHVVRULDOSRVWVVKRXOGVXIIHUIURPIUD\HGFDUHHUV´S'HVSLWH
the logic of the above mentioned assumption, the empirical research by Sang et al. 
(2013) has demonstrated that the double outsider status of female academics has more 
explanatory power regarding their position within the UK institutions than their status 
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of double disadvantage subjects.  Being a double outsider meant that the migrant female 
DFDGHPLFVKDGDFFHVVWRµZLGHUUHSHUWRLUHVIRUSHUIRUPLQJJHQGHUDQGHWKnicity in 
academic and often freed them from the prison of a narrow set of traditionally female 
roles that their British-ERUQIHPDOHFRXQWHUSDUWVILQGWKHPVHOYHVORFNHGLQWR¶6DQJHW
al,2013: 169).  Thus, this study shows how some academic women can secure inclusion 
within the academy and frame their career experiences in the university in terms of 
success as opposed to disadvantage. 
2.4. Understanding Identity 
 
2.4.1. Perspectives of Identity in Organization Studies 
  
Identity as a construct has become increasingly important in the field of 
organization studies over the past two decades (Alvesson et al, 2008).  The development 
of this interest in organization studies mirrors the importance attached to identity in the 
popular realm where it has infiltrated our everyday common sense through talk shows 
and reference to the idea that your identity ± who you are ± can be stolen and used for 
criminal purposes (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006).  Within organization studies, 
understandings of identity have been developed at the organizational and individual 
level with the former generally referring to the collective understanding of 
organizational members regarding the features which function to distinguish one 
RUJDQLVDWLRQIURPDQRWKHURUJDQL]DWLRQ¶*LRLDHWDO).  In considering identity, 
the focus here is on individual identity and the broad issue of who and what an 
individual is in relation to others, addressing questions such as: who am I?, how should 
I act?, where do I belong?, who will I be in the future and what makes me different from 
other people? (Alvesson et al, 2008).  Different perspectives on identity can be 
delineated including an approach which understands identity in terms of an internal, 
DFWLYH³SURMHFWRIWKHVHOI´, (Being); an alternative which understands identity as 
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something social and collective (Belonging) and thirdly a perspective - with a strong 
presence in the organization studies field - which treats identity as constituted in 
discourse (Becoming) (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006).  See table 3 for a brief summary of 
these positions, Being, belonging, and becoming, which are discussed below. 
Table 3. Three understandings of identity in organization studies 
Being Belonging Becoming 
Fixed Intersubjective Fluid 
True self Socially positioned Fragmentary 
Within Culturally constructed Contingent 
Unfolding Collective Constituted in discourse 
Unique Associated with group Context-sensitive  
 
Beginning with the first perspective (Being), identity is depicted as unified and 
located inside the person, understood in terms of traits and characteristics of an 
individual which emerge and unfold over time.  This approach is characterised as 
essentialist because it treats identity as an artefact of the mind and/or socialisation 
processes.  Further, it understands identity as something which is largely independent of 




The second perspective on identity (Belonging) referrHGWRDV³WKHVRFLDOVHOI´
DUJXHVWKDWDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VLGHQWLW\FDQQRWEHGHYHORSHGXQLODWHUDOO\+HUHLGHQWLW\LV
intersubjective and a product of external influence understood in terms of membership 
or identification with a particular group or groups. Individual identity is thus a 
manifestation of group(s) identity whereby the qualities of an individual align with the 
TXDOLWLHVRIDFROOHFWLYHJURXS/HZLV([DPSOHVRI³JURXS´LQFOXGHFODVV
gender, race, adolescent or religion (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006).  Taking religion as an 
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example of group identity, Fukuyama (2007: 26) asserts that there is a major difference 
EHWZHHQLGHQWLWLHVLQ:HVWHUQVRFLHWLHVDQG0XVOLPVRFLHWLHVDVLQµDWUDGLWLRQDO
Muslim society, an individual`s identity is given by that person`s parents and social 
environment; everything ± from one`s tribe and kin to the local imam to the political 
structure of the state ± DQFKRUVRQHCVLGHQWLW\LQDSDUWLFXODUEUDQFKRI,VODPLFIDLWK¶
Therefore, according to such dualism-based view, identity is not a matter of choice as 
instead it is constructed by the social rules which are formed and determined externally.  
Identity from this perspective is perceived as being unified, essential and permanent 
with individuals being heavily committed to the categories that apply to them which are 
now said to intersect in myriad ways.  One major example of the group approach to 
LGHQWLW\LVVRFLDOLGHQWLW\WKHRU\ZKLFKµ«LVGHILQHGE\LQGLYLGXDOLGHQWLILFDWLRQZLWKD
group: a process constituted firstly by reflexive knowledge of group membership, and 
VHFRQGO\E\DQHPRWLRQDODWWDFKPHQWRUVSHFLILFGLVSRVLWLRQWRWKLVEHORQJLQJ¶%HQZHOO
& Stokoe, 2006: 25).  This type of group approach has been subject to challenge due to 
its essentialism and its presentation of identity as something permanent and unified.   
An alternative perspective to the group (belonging) DQG³WUXHVHOI´ (being) 
approaches understands identity as constructed in and through discourse (becoming) 
and subject to constant negotiation between individuals (PAD Research Group, 2016).  
Here, identities are understood as unfinished, always in a state of becoming and the 
product of dominant discourses and it is this perspective on identity which informs this 
thesis.  Identity is thus understood in terms of a discursive production of the subject 
within particular cultural, historical, political and physical circumstances.  The latter 
means that at certain points in time within particular contexts there are dominant 
discourses which hold sway and identities are the (unfinished) product of these 




constitutes a way of talking or writing about a particular issue, thus framing the way 
SHRSOHXQGHUVWDQGDQGDFWZLWKUHVSHFWWRWKDWLVVXH¶'LVFRXUVHDVVHUWVDSUHIHUUHG
version of the world at particular points in time and that this preferred version 
disqualifies competing versions.  Thus an identity is constructed and constituted through 
GLVFRXUVHDQGDVVXFKDSSHDUVWREH³«GHWHUPLQLVWLFDOO\LPSRVHGIURPRXWVLGHE\
VRFLDOIRUFHV«¶:DUKXUVW,QWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQVWXGLHVOLWHUDWXUHWKLVLV 
referred to as identity regulation (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) indicating that individual 
identity does not emerge from within a person but rather derives from discursive, 
linguistic, structural forces over which they have little control (Cunliffe, 2009).  
Nevertheless, we should not understand identity constituted through discourse in 
determinant terms only.  In addition to the notion of identity regulation, the organization 
studies literature has developed the concept of identity work, a construct which helps us 
understand how discourses become part of the lives of individuals and operates 
simultaneously with identity regulation (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Andersson, 2010; 
Hay, 2014; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003; Watson, 2008).  What identity work signals 
is that an individual does not passively absorb discourse rather they adapt, transform or 
reject them. Despite recognition of the agency individuals display around discourse and 
identity it is important to highlight that people do not have an absolute free choice as 
they are often constrained by social location (gender, class, race, ethnicity, religion etc.), 
institutional policies and the wider socio-economic environment. What this means is 
that identity formation can be easier or more difficult for different types of individuals 
(Lewis, 2013).  Gill and Scharff (2011), in emphasising the fluid and multiple nature of 
identity consider how migration is a key contributor to identity formation among both 
first- and second-generation immigrants. They argue that for immigrant women the 
longing to return to one`s roots serves as an important factor shaping identity. The 
researchers use the examples of South Asian people who move to the UK to illustrate 
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this point. According to Gill and Scharff (2011), such migrants recruit their memory as 
the only available tool to connect with their origin, which in turn affects their hybrid 
identity. Furthermore, Becham (2002, as cited in Gill and Scharff, 2011) argues that 
immigrant identity is often shaped under the perception of their inevitable assimilation 
into the dominant culture and the discourses that characterise this.  The identity of an 
individual therefore, according to Hall (1990), is equally a matter of his/ her past and 
present, as it is of their future. In line with these considerations, Hall (1990) points out 
that identity as a concept is not fixed in time, and it cannot be viewed independent or 
outside of neither history, nor culture ± an expression of the third perspective discussed 
above. Hall (1990), when discussing identities and their origin, argues against the 
adoption of dualism-based approaches to identity construction (e.g. Western versus 
Middle Eastern). As an example the researcher refers to the post-colonial residents of 
the Caribbean, who seek to return to their roots. For example, the Martinique view and 
perceive themselves as French and not French at the same time. When developing their 
identities individuals often encounter contradicting forces ± one of a desire to find their 
roots (non-French), and another ± influenced by their present and practical 
considerations, such as language spoken, etc. (French) (Hall, 1990).  The fragile and 
insecure nature of identity is well illustrated through these migrant examples. Thus, 
applying this third approach (becoming) to the research outlined in this thesis it is 
suggested that MEFA draw on (dominant) postfeminist discourses connected to the 
contemporary (UK) social context when constituting their academic identities 
(femininities).  Thus, identity here is not located within the person but rather is anti-
essentialist, produced through (postfeminist) discourse and has no existential coherence 




2.4.2. Female professional identities: challenges and goals 
 
A number of studies have been focusing on roles, positions and experiences of 
women within academic environment (Meyers, 2013; Monroe et al., 2008; Morley, 
2014). Saunderson (2002) however suggests that the majority of these valuable studies 
are focusing on reasons underlying female academic careers, statistical characteristics 
(i.e., numerical representation of women among academic staff in general or senior 
positions in particular, etc.).  Some studies, such as the one by Bush et al. (2001), have 
focused on how women respond and react towards the circumstances surrounding their 
professional experiences, however, as noted by Saunderson (2002) there has been 
historically less attention given to exploring identities of academic women. At the same 
time, Bush et al. (2001) argue that some studies although focusing on the identity of a 
woman, often fail to study it within the context and its environment. Saunderson (2002, 
SDUJXHVWKDW³E\XVLQJLGHQWLW\DVDSRZHUIul sensitising concept, interesting 
and valuable findings have been produced about academic women`s perceptions, 
IHHOLQJVSRVLWLRQVDQGUHVSRQVHVWRWKHLUZRUNLQJOLYHVLQWKHXQLYHUVLW\VHFWRU´ 
Despite being a commonly used term and topic of numerous scientific 
discussions, academic identity is a complex notion which is often wrongly perceived 
and misunderstood (Quigley, 2011). He argues that complexity of the concept prevents 
scholars from constructing a clear and comprehensive definition. Overall, the concept 
can be characterised as an attempt to describe and re-construct academic ontology (how 
do academics evolve and come to be). This major goal helps develop understanding of 
how academics come to understanding of their role and position (academics 
epistemologies). Therefore, academic identity is a deeply individualised concept that 
differs from each individual researcher and depend on personal characteristics, time 
point of career, university of employment, etc. (Quigley, 2011). 
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This individualised approach is in many ways in line with postfeminism concept 
and qualitative research that attempts to re-construct multiple narratives in order to 
understand the studied phenomena (Saunders et al., 2011). Despite the individuality 
factor, while characterising one`s academic identity, the researcher can afford to retreat 
to a number of commonalities, such as, for instance, professionalism. Quigley (2011) 
broadly defines professionalism as an occupation in which an individual can control his/ 
her own work. Acker (1999) argues that scholars have always experienced difficulties 
while trying to define professions that are mostly characteristic to women (nursing, 
teaching, social worker, etc.). These difficulties have led to creation of the term semi-
profession, aimed to define above mentioned occupations which struggled to be 
recognised as proper professions. Quigley (2011) discusses the notion of semi-
profession as an ill-defined category that does more harm than provides solutions.  
A number of researchers have explored how modern academic identity is formed 
(Archer, 2008; Quigley, 2011). By conducting a comprehensive empirical research, 
Archer (2008) has established that each individual researcher is guided by his/ her own 
set of notions. For instance, younger academics were mostly affected by their perception 
of success and authenticity. Archer (2008) notes that perception of self by young 
DFDGHPLFVLVPDMRUO\H[DFHUEDWHGE\³DWKHFXUUHQWGRPLQDQWSHUIRUPDWLYHHWKRVE
their age, (c) race, class, gender, and (d) status ± LQSDUWLFXODUFRQWUDFWUHVHDUFKHUV´
(Quigley, 2011: 22). 
2.4.3. Successful academic woman identity 
 
Raddon (2002) discusses a number of identities of modern professional women. 
One of them, the successful academic is constructed from the narratives of women who 




successful academics devotes all her time and energy to the universLW\´$FFRUGLQJWR
Bagilhole (1993) the academic type of female builds her reputation through conducting 
research, and among other terms used to describe the successful academics type, the 
UHVHDUFKHUVXVH³FDUHHU-RULHQWHG´³KDUG-ZRUNLQJ´HWF&URPSWRQ	 Harris, 1998; 
Raddon, 2002). Interestingly, Raddon (2002) adds that a successful and respected 
academic woman publishes in right academic journals. It is easy to notice that the 
various narratives discussing and describing successful academics identity are often 
intercrossed by the notion of meritocracy, as a reputable academic is expected to follow 
a certain career path (i.e., gaining a major proportion of her professional experience not 
simply within an academic environment, but by a prestigious group or faculty (Raddon, 
2002;  Edwards, 2000). Moreover, successful academics differs from simply a 
researcher by focusing most of its time conducting actual research work, as opposed to 
administrative role, tutoring and teaching which are usually inevitable components of 
everyday life of any researchers (Raddon, 2002; Goode, 2000; Edwards, 2000). 
Raddon (2002) further develops her idea that successful researcher is a distinct 
category which can demonstrate a high research output (i.e., number of publications 
within prestigious peer-reviewed journals), even during her early days of career. 
5DGGRQSSQRWHV³:KLOHLWLVQRWH[SOLFLWWKDWWKH³VXFFHVVIXODFDGHPLF´
should be a man, or indeed a child-free woman, a number of aspects would seem to 
stand in the way of mothers being able to succeed in this field and to fit into these 
YDOXHV´7KHYDOXHVDFFRUGLQJWR5DGGRQLQFOXGHWKHIROORZLQJWKHSUDFWLFDO
importance of Female`s contribution into caring for children, family and contributing to 
the family budget, (2) the practical need for taking time off of their work in order to 
have a child or children, (3) the fact that the majority of low paid or temporary based 
positions are dominated by women within the modern academia. 
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2.4.4. Academic mother identity 
 
Another identity type key to the female academic is that of a mother 
(Walkington, 2005; Raddon, 2002). For example, Raddon (2002) discusses the identity 
of a so-called good mother, a complex phenomenon composed of at least two key 
discourses provided by academic mothers: one of the dedicated and selfless mother, and 
the mother combining the best of both words. The researchers discuss the two different 
pathways an academic woman may choose when deciding to have a child, and both 
involve certain challenges. For instance, the selfless mother, who dedicates 100% of her 
efforts to her children and family as opposed to continuing with her work, traditionally 
is praised by the society, while another alternative, a woman who attempts to combine 
both types of responsibilities, family- and work-related, is often viewed through the 
prism of judgement and negativity (Raddon, 2002). The traditional view holds that any 
amount of time and effort this type of mother dedicates to her work is in fact stolen 
from the precious time that could have been dedicated to her child or children 
(Walkington, 2005). Women who attempt to combine the two types of responsibilities, 
are often described by the researchers as jugglers (Raddon, 2002; Walkington, 2005). 
They juggle the responsibilities, as Raddon (2002) argues, in order to gain a 
certain degree of independence and sole focus on home and family. Interestingly, 
Raddon (2002) raises a point of dominant discourse typical to the narrative of the 
selfless mother. According to this dominating discourse, the dedicated mother who 
chooses to place her child-caring role before her other commitments, interests and 
responsibilities in life, is giving her family her 100% effective attention. Therefore, 
according to this logic, a full-time mother is always more effective, dedicated and 
productive than a juggler one. Another important implication of this discourse is the fact 
that it is often assumed that this 100% full mother`s attention is always priory more 
beneficial to a child than part-time mothering of a juggler mother (Crosby, 1993). 
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Pateman (2000) argues that this discourse has a long history-based background, and 
therefore has been dominating social opinion for decades. In the case of the UK, the 
researcher refers to the so-called Beveridge family ± a typical family model 
characterised by a working father (career focus) and  woman, who`s main responsibility 
is to care for the family (dependent on male) (Pateman, 2000). Raddon (2002) also 
notes that this family model based on Female dependency has been typical for the post 
war UK for a number of decades, and has therefore left a deep imprint in modern life of 
the society. However, although still being a typical discourse within narratives of 
modern women, the traditional male breadwinner/ Female care taker model has been 
gradually displaced by its modern alternative ± male breadwinner/ part-time working 
mom model (Crosby, 1993). According to this model, man still retain their dominant or 
primary role as a breadwinner, however women often use an opportunity to work part-
time, while still remaining a key figure in taking care of children and household related 
responsibilities. This model has been described as particularly challenging for women, 
as they still remain dependent on the main income provider (husband), have to take 
selfless care of children, and find time (usually around school hours, etc.) to contribute 
to the family income by taking upon various (usually) low paid jobs, that do not have 
any bright professional prospects (Raddon, 2002). 
2.4.5. Conflicting and vulnerable identities 
 
When exploring identities and the process of identity construction within 
academic environment, the researchers highlight the importance of traditionally 
feminine and masculine roles within the professional environment (Priola, 2007; 
Mouffe, 1995). Prioa (2007) has conducted an interesting empirical study of female 
experiences when occupying educational leadership positions within the academia. The 
researcher has demonstrated that Female manager identities are constructed on the basis 
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of the existing expectations and views over leadership and managerial styles, which are 
based on white male dominant professional world (Priola, 2007). Interestingly, Priola 
(2007) notes that these newly constructed professional identities came into conflict with 
roles of women outside of their work, i.e. when trying to adopt to the existing norm and 
expectations, Female educational managers adopt a more masculine behaviour. This 
adopted style may therefore interfere with woman`s natural behaviour, both at work, 
and especially at home or when she is with friends and family (Gherardi, 1996). As 
*KHUDUGLSQRWHV³7KHH[SHULHQFHRIEHLQJDVWUDQJHUDQGHQWHULQJD³QRQ-
QDWXUDO´FXOWXUHHQWDLOVWKHVXVSHQVLRQRIQRUPDOWKURXJKSDWWHUQV´3ULROD
attributes the experienced and reported feeling of being an outsider inside to this 
complex phenomenon. 
The process of idenity construction within educational managerial positions had 
often involved discourses related to the role of femininity and masculinity, and their 
relative roles within professional development process (Priola, 2007). For instance, 
Female managers have often drawn on some feminine qualities (such as more focus on 
communication, democratisation of management process, personal attention to staff, 
etc.), and how these characteristics not only contributed to their professional growth and 
achievement of the established work related goals, but also helped academic women 
preserve their feminine identities (Priola, 2007; Goode & Bagilhole, 1998). 
Interestingly, when conducting interviews with Female managers within academic 
settings, Priola (2007) has discovered that a number of the participants denied their 
feminine characteristics (i.e., emotional side of the personality or being more soft when 
compared to male counterparts). While possibly, these response reflected adequate 
qualities of a certain proportion of Female leaders, Priola (2007) hypothesises that 
conscious or subconscious denial is a mechanism that allows Female professionals to 
better fit into a given organisation (i.e., by adapting and fitting in to comply with the 
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existent male-dominant norms). Therefore, as demonstrated by Priola (2007) and 
Gherardi (1996) male educational managers professional identities are complex and 
based on a number of contrasting processes and behaivours. As Priola (2007, p. 36) 
QRWHV³,WDSSHDUVWKDWWRSRVLWLRQWKHPVHOYHVDVPDQDJHUVWKHVHZRPHQHQDFWPRUH
masculine behaviours, mainly aimed at rationally controlling their work environment 
DQGUHSUHVVLQJWKHLUHPRWLRQV´$t the same time, these same women recognise 
importance of emotional side of the relationships, both at work and at home, however 
due to the dominant expectations often fail to express their femininity as they fear that 
this open expression would lead to them losing their reputation and authority within the 
workplace (Priola, 2007). Prichard and Deem (1999) argue that this construction of a 
professional identity, based on contradiction and suppression, may have unexpected and 
unpredictable behavioural outcomes, as anxieties and repression are built inside Female 
educational managers. 
What Priola (2007) and Gherardi (1996) discuss is a situation of contradiction or 
conflict between the two identities of a professional woman ± her role as an employee, 
and her rROHDVDPHPEHURIVRFLHW\3ULRODSVXJJHVWV³)RFXVLQJRQWKH
WHQVLRQVEHWZHHQWKHLU³LQVWLWXWLRQDO´LGHQWLWLHVDVPDQDJHUVDQGWKHLUSHUVRQDOLGHQWLWLHV
as partners, and in some cases, as mothers, these women academic managers seem to 
address the conflict they experience by attempting to separate their professional and 
SHUVRQDOUROHVHJ³,DPHLWKHUDWZRUNRUPXPDWKRPH´´,WLVVXJJHVWHGWKDWIRU
those professional women who do not have children yet, or have made a decision not to 
have them at all, the conflict is less tense as they can effectively distribute their weekly 
time between career- and family-related responsibilities. These managers, for instance, 
as demonstrated by Priola (2007) can choose to dedicate their workdays entirely to their 
professional ambitions, while separate their weekend time for partner-related activities. 
Thomas and Davies (2002), however, suggest that even this seemingly effective time 
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and role distribution does not help to resolve the conflict, but instead only helps to mask 
and hide it, while the tension between the two identities, work and home one, persist. 
Priola (2007) and Whitehead (2001) make some interesting predictions regarding how 
the described conflict will eventually be resolved within the working environment. The 
researchers rightfully point out that the underlying reason of the existing tension and 
conflicting identities of Female managers, regardless of the specific industry, is caused 
by the dominance of male-type of expected behaviours. These expectations will 
continue to dominate until the position of manager, or leader will stop being viewed as 
exclusive to men employees. Therefore, as Priola (2007) points, out, when Female 
managers will be just as a common phenomenon as male ones, we can expect to witness 
a shift from expected behaviours, dominant norms, and this situation will eventually 
eradicate identity conflicts many professional women experience inside and outside of 
academia. 
Saunderson (2002) discusses the various conflicting factors which affect 
construction of female academic identity, as well as their negative role on identity 
process. Interestingly, according to Saunderson, the conflicting situation had a negative 
impact on a specific aspect of the respondents` identities: their academic self-context. 
Saunderson (2002) has explored the perception of academic and female self of the 
interview participants before and after they started their academic career. According to 
the obtained responses, the participants` highest evaluation of themselves usually was 
related to their live before and outside of the university, which as Saunderson (2002) 
suggests, indicates a major problem concerning their academic identities. Saunderson 
(2002) has further explored the role models women see within their academic 
environment, and divided them into two groups: those belonging to Research 
Assessment Exercise, and those ± excluded from research work. According to the 
respondents` reports, they tended to view women within the Research Assessment 
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Exercise as positive role models, while the remaining women ± as negative ones. The 
respondents, who themselves have been assigned to the non-research group, have 
further noted that this has negatively affected their academic experience and created a 
conflict within their self identification within academic environment (Saunderson, 
2002). According to one respondent, her exclusion from the research-oriented group did 
not make her feel inferior, however instead made her feel empathetic towards other 
members of the unit. Sanderson (2002) concludes that despite respondent`s denial, 
exclusion from the Research Assessment Exercise did create an inner conflict of 
identity. 
2.4.6. Femininity and managerial identities 
 
While some researchers point at disadvantaged position of women leaders 
within academic or business environment (Saunderson, 2002), others argue that 
although a number of myths and stereotypical expectations exist, they are not always in 
way of Female career ambitions (Priola, 2007). Empirical data collected by Priola 
(2004) suggests that feminine discourses of women occupying managerial positions are 
centered around some qualities and characteristics that positively affect their 
professional performance: an ability to multitask, the tendency to focus on human 
aspect of relationships important for HR function, reliance to team-based approach and 
democratic values as opposed to sole decision making process, and, finally, profound 
communication and people skills. According to Priola (2004), Female managers prefer 
to identify themselves with a group of Female colleagues that show patterns of 
differentiation of their male colleagues.  
Priola (2007) demonstrates that Female professionals construct their identities 
by drawing upon the points of differentiation, such as, for example, an ability to 




accept the admin and do all the different things that has to be done. I am not afraid of 
³JHWWLQJP\KDQGVGLUW\´RISLFNLQJXSOLWWOHELWVLQEHWZHHQ,WKLQNZRPHQDUHEHWWHU
at multi-tasking, but also at speaking up, even if they may become unpopular. Men here 
look at the organisation`s values and play thHLUJDPH´7KHH[SUHVVHGRSLQLRQRID
Female manager suggests an overall negative perception of masculine managing style, 
as the respondent implies that males are worse at both multitasking, as well as 
facilitating an open dialogue and discussion. 
Professional identity and migration 
The problem of professional identity is particularly acute for migrant women of 
color who choose to pursue an academic career. In order to develop their identity they 
have to adapt and navigate through an unfamiliar, male-dominated environment (Zikic 
& Richardson, 2015). These women have to comprehend and accept local professional 
ethics, rules of conduct and other institutional scripts in order to partially or fully 
integrate and become an accepted and productive member of the faculty. Often this 
complex process of adaptation to the new work environment goes along with having to 
integrate into a new country and society which creates additional pressures and stress 
(Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; Sang et al., 2013). Zikic and Richardson (2015) argue 
that most of the empirical research on professional identity is focusing on employees 
who are already well familiar with institutional scripts, while the area of migrant 
professionals having to adapt to the new working environment remains a blind spot 
(Ahmad, 2001).  
=LNLFDQG5LFKDUGVRQUHIHUWRLPPLJUDQWSURIHVVLRQDOVDV³RXWVLGHUV´




of a particular culture or work environment lack knowledge of the so-called scripts that 
IDFLOLWDWHDGDSWDWLRQDQGGHYHORSPHQWSURFHVV$QHPSLULFDOVWXG\FRQGXFWHGE\ĝOLZD
and Johansson (2013) fully supports this statement. One of the interviewed foreign 
employees of a UK business school reflected upon her experience:  
³%HLQJDIRUHLJQZRPDQLWCVDGRXEOHMHRSDUG\WKDWRQH«,GRIHHODGRXEOH
outsider to some extent because in the end, the fact is not going to change that 
it`s a male-dominated environment so as a woman that positions me right at the 
HQGRIWKHSRZHU«%XWEHLQJDIRUHLJQSHUVRQDOVRSXWVPHLQDGLVDGYDQWDJH
even within the spectrum of women... So there is the case of me being not only 
part of a group that is organisationally oppressed but also being part of an 
RSSUHVVHGJURXSWKDWZLWKLQWKDWLVDOVRGLVDGYDQWDJHG´ĝOLZD	-RKDQVVRQ
2013: 17). 
Minority migrant women entering academia find themselves unaware of local 
rules and scripts which strongly impacts on the development of their professional 
identity. Lack of this knowledge makes it more difficult for them, when compared to 
non-minority women and men colleagues, to understand what is expected from them in 
social and professional terms by the employing institution, and therefore makes it rather 




The current chapter has explored various manifestations of the range and types 
of gender inequality which are typically found in the academy. The main types of 
obstacles encountered by women who choose to pursue an academic career have been 
discussed. The overall picture is one of exclusion whereby the majority of the literature 
on women in the academy paints a rather bleak picture.  The continued existence of the 
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masculine norm, inappropriate behaviour such as sexual harassment, an ongoing gender 
salary gap and problems related to work-life balance focus on discrimination, 
disadvantage and failure (Sang et al, 2013). Nevertheless, within this overall negative 
picture some studies e.g. Sang et al (2013: 160) present a different picture ± one which 
SUHVHQWVµ«ZRPHQDFDGHPLFVGLVSOD\LQJJUHDWHUOHYHOVRIDJHQF\FRQQHFWHGQHVV
and entrepreneurial flair to mobilize their varied resources in order to achieve career 
VXFFHVV¶:KLOHFHUWDLQO\DPLQRULW\SRVLWLRQLWLVDQLQWHUHVWLQJRQHDVVLPLODU
sentiments were expressed in this study as outlined in the introduction.  In the next 
chapter, the concept of postfeminism is outlined and justification is presented for its use 
in this thesis as a means of interpreting the views of Middle Eastern Female Academics 




Chapter 3: Feminist Perspectives, Postfeminism and the Field of 
Gender and Organization Studies 
3.1. Chapter Overview 
 
The present study mobilizes the concept of postfeminism to critically explore the 
work and life experiences of academic women of Middle Eastern origin. Gill et al 
(2016) and Lewis (2014) argue that utilisation of postfeminism as a critical concept 
when studying contemporary organizational experiences can reveal and expose the 
terms upon which women are included (as opposed to excluded) within organizations 
such as universities.  It can also highlight ongoing sources and incidents of gender 
discrimination and how women deal with such occurrences. While much of the critical 
OLWHUDWXUHRQWKHQRWLRQRISRVWIHPLQLVPSODFHVDQHPSKDVLVRQWKH³ZKLWHQHVV´RIWKLV
cultural phenomenon i.e. it is argued that it largely applies to white women, privileging 
their experience, this study  demonstrates the appropriation of postfeminist discourses 
by Middle Eastern Female Academics working in the UK context, when reflecting on 
their work experiences.  Drawing on the work of writers such as Butler (2013), Dosekun 
(2015), Lazar (2006), Thornham & Pengpeng (2010) and Chowdhury (2010), the thesis 
will approach postfeminism as a transnational cultural phenomenon which is drawn on 
by women of colour from the Middle Eastern region to account for their work 
experiences within British universities. In addition, working with the concept of 
postfeminism and showing the disciplinary power of this cultural phenomenon, we can 
explore the different modes of being constructed by Middle Eastern Female Academics 
in British universities and how through drawing on postfeminist discourses, the 
respondents in this study ± contrary to much of the existing research - present a positive 




The chapter develops around a consideration of the position of postfeminism as 
a critical concept within the Gender and Organization Studies field which includes an 
examination of this multifaceted concept.  It begins with a delineation of the feminist 
perspectives which inform the study of gender issues in organisations.  This is important 
to do for two reasons: first, the study of gender in organisations ± explored either as a 
YDULDEOHZLWKDWWHQWLRQGLUHFWHGDWZRPHQ¶VDFFHVVWRRUJDQL]DWLRQVRUDVDV\VWHPZLWK
emphasis placed on gendered organizational practices and procHVVHVRUD³GRLQJ´ZLWK
DIRFXVRQWKHLQVWDELOLW\RIFDWHJRULHVVXFKDVµPDVFXOLQLW\¶DQGµIHPLQLQLW\¶- is usually 
approached from the vantage point of one or other feminist perspectives (Calas & 
Smircich, 2006). Their importance is that they allow us to see how feminism is manifest 
within the Gender and Organization Studies field. Second, in drawing on postfeminism 
as a critical concept to explore the organizational experiences of Middle Eastern Female 
Academics, the thesis will not be treating postfeminism as a theoretical perspective (to 
be discussed further below). As such, in writing this thesis the researcher does not claim 
that he is a postfeminist scholar working out of a postfeminist perspective. Rather, he is 
approaching postfeminism as a diffused and shifting cultural phenomenon which 
DFFRUGLQJWR*LOOµ«LVDQDQDO\WLFDOFDWHJRU\GHVLJQHGWRFDSWXUHHPSLULFDO
UHJXODULWLHVLQWKHZRUOG¶8VLQJSRVWIHPLQLVPDVDFULWLFDOFRQFHSWDQGQRWDSHUVSHFWLYH
allows us to make visible the cultural roots of the positive accounts of academic work 
H[SHULHQFHVSURYLGHGE\0()$ZKLOHDOVRKLJKOLJKWLQJWKH³GDUNHU´VLGHRIWKLV
positivity.  
Another way of understanding the differentiation made here between perspective 
and analytical category is that the former relates to feminist theories which when 
DSSOLHGWRRUJDQL]DWLRQDOFRQWH[WVSUHVHQWµ«DOWHUQDWLYHDFFRXQWVIRUJHQGHULQHTXDOLW\
IUDPHWKHµSUREOHP¶GLIIHUHQWO\DQGSURSRVHGLIIHUHQWFRXUVHVRIDFWLRQDVµVROXWLRQV¶¶
(Calas & Smircich, 2006: 219)RIWHQZLWKDIRFXVRQXQGHUVWDQGLQJZRPHQ¶V
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organizational experiences in terms of exclusion. In contrast, approaching postfeminism 
as an analytic category which provides insight into the impact of the empirical 
regularities (e.g. reconfigured femininity) of the world on work experience, allows us to 
PRYHWRDIRFXVRQWKHQDWXUHRIZRPHQ¶VFRQWHPSRUDU\LQFOXVLRQLQRUJDQL]DWLRQVVXFK
as universities.  Using postfeminism as an analytical category allows us to investigate 
why the respondents in this study view their university employment experience 
positively, either denying completely or diminishing the impact of any experience of 
discrimination, thereby diverging from the existing research on women in the academy. 
3.2. Feminism in Organization Studies 
 
Feminism as a social movement has played an important role in shaping 
(Western) society and the organizations that operate within it. Feminism is an extremely 
complex and diverse umbrella for a number of distinct feminist perspectives and 
movements that during different periods of times, particularly across the twentieth 
century, sought to establish gender equality. Some historians discuss the notion of 
protofeminist, referring to earlier movements and ideologies. Most scholars agree that 
the history of Western feminism can be split into three major events, or waves: first, 
VHFRQGDQGWKLUG/DZOHU7KLV³ZDYH´PHWDSKRUKDVEHHQH[WHQVLYHO\FULWLFL]HG
(Coleman, 2009) but despite this is still referred to with references made to second 
wave, third wave and now even fourth wave feminism. The first-wave feminism aimed 
to combat legal inequalities that put women into a disadvantaged position. The period 
took place during the 19th and early 20th centuries. The following second-wave 
feminism significantly broadened the goals and objectives of the movement by 
considering issues such as cultural inequalities, the role of women in general and work-
related inequalities (Genz & Brabon, 2009) and can be dated from the 1960s/1970s 
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onwards. Third-wave feminism includes a wide range of feminist activities and is often 
perceived as a continuation of the second wave (Freedman, 2007; LeGates, 2012).  
Calas and Smircich (1992) point out that gender studies include a wide range of 
theoretical approaches and reviewing various feminist theories helps understand how 
the concept of gender has been evolving, particularly in the study of organizations. 
Calas and Smircich (1992) consider that this analysis renders an interesting finding: 
there is a common underlying tendency within organizational studies and it concerns 
ZKHWKHURUQRWWKH³JHQGHU´-basis of knowledge is accepted. The researchers therefore 
SRVHDQLQWHUHVWLQJTXHVWLRQ³+RZLVRUJDQL]DWLRQWKHRUL]LQJPDOHJHQGHUHGDQGZLWK
ZKDWFRQVHTXHQFHV"´S9DULRXVDXWKRUs provide a review of the feminist 
perspectives that have been used when researching gender in organizational contexts 
with the different perspectives taking divergent positions regarding the neutrality or 
gender bias of organizations and organizational knowledge. These include Alvesson & 
Due Billing (1997); Bewis & Linstead (1999); Benschop & Verloo (2016); Calas and 
Smircich (2006), Gherardi (2003), Witz and Savage (1992). All discuss a number of 
feminist perspectives with most of these reviews including the three leading types of 
feminist analysis in organization studies: gender as a variable (e.g. liberal feminism); 
feminist standpoint (e.g. radical feminism) and poststructuralist feminism (Alvesson & 
Due Billing, 1997). The diversity and evolution of the existing perspectives reflect the 
three key trends shaping gender studies: re-vising, re-flecting and re-writing (Calas & 
Smircich, 2006). However, it should be noted that the perspectives are not linear in the 
sense that each perspective is located in a particular time period with one perspective 
³IROORZLQJDIWHU´DQRWKHU5DWKHUDV$OYHVVRQ	'XH%LOOLQJVWDWHDOOWKH
perspectives exist at the same time with some (e.g. liberal feminism) being more 
dominant than others in organization studies, with certain topics (e.g. women leaders) 
being more strongly associated with one particular perspective and not others, and with 
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elements of different perspectives being combined with each other (e.g. liberal 
feminism and radical feminism through the focus on feminine difference in leadership) 
(Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997; Simpson & Lewis, 2005). In what follows the various 
feminist perspectives will be outlined by drawing on the authors listed above.  
Witz and Savage (1992) argue that modern organizations are gendered, and 
therefore it is impossible to understand the existing gender relations without properly 
considering organizational processes, affecting or underlying them. A focus on gender 
in organization studies, according to Witz and Savage (1992), originated due to the fact 
that the previous attempts to study the relationship between organizational bureaucracy 
and gender have not resulted in any systematic and solid framework. Gender and 
RUJDQL]DWLRQDOVWXGLHVWU\WRFRQVLGHU³«WKHUHDVRQVZK\RUJDQL]ation theory and 
feminist theory have begun to engage in dialogue in recent years, and how new currents 
in social theory have placed the issue of the relationship between gender and 
EXUHDXFUDF\ILUPO\RQWKHDJHQGD´:LW]	6DYDJHS7KHGHYHORSment of 
both, organizational studies and feminist theory has resulted in constructive dialogue, 
which according to Gherardi (2003) has occurred from the 1970s onwards, and has 
enriched both groups. Alvesson and Due Billing (1997) argue that modern gender 
studies are heavily influenced, if not, dominated by feminist theory. Gender studies, 
based on feminist theory, therefore often aim to evaluate the subordinate position of 
women within organisations, and suggest effective approaches to change this. Alvesson 
and Due Billing (1997) point out an important distinction between gender studies and 
feminist studies, and argue that the former is more relevant and appropriate. The 
argument is based on the assumption that gender relations within the working 
environment should be studied and evaluated from various unbiased perspectives, as 
opposed to solely feminist ones (Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997). This means including 
other organizational actors besides women e.g. men and also not treating women as a 
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homogenous group. Despite this valuable point, gender studies are often being 
addressed through the feminist perspective and feminism remains the dominant concept 
applied to understand gender relationships, particularly within organizational studies 
(Lewis, 2014; Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997; Dosekun, 2015).  
Gherardi (2003) points out that the concept of gender contributes two different 
but important notions in organizational theory: the concept of power and sexual 
differences. Gender studies often attempt to see to what degree sexual differences 
originate from natural biological differences that exist between men and women and to 
what extent these differences are artificially constructed through social and structural 
organization (Gherardi, 2003), with more emphasis on the latter as opposed to the 
former. Gherardi (2003) distinguishes between the three key sources of gender 
differences relevant to organizational studies: body, language and society. The first 
source of perceived differences, a human body, is distinctly different in men and 
women. The key feature of a female organism that stands out is its ability to bear 
children. It is important, however, to emphasize the cultural component of the gender 
differences (Gherardi, 2003). Basically, each person`s nature is constructed socially, 
which is also conducted within a given organization. There is a nature/ culture debate 
(highly similar to that of nature/ nurture in biology) which discusses which of the two 
key sources of gender differences is the most influential (Gherardi, 2003). Gherardi 
(2003) also points out that within the modern Western society, individuals and their 
nature are shaped by the linguistic discourse they grow up with. 
The three main feminist perspectives most commonly utilised in gender and 
organization studies will be discussed further below. Other less common feminist 
perspectives in gender and organization studies include Marxist feminism, Social 
feminism, psychoanalytic feminism, and postcolonial feminism. 
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3.2.1. Main Feminist Perspectives in Gender and Organization Studies 
 
There are a range of feminist perspectives drawn upon in the study of gender in 
organizations and these will be summarized below. We will begin with what are 
considered to be central perspectives within the Gender and Organization Studies field 
i.e. Liberal, Radical and Poststructuralist Feminisms, with the liberal approach being the 
most dominant one (Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997).   
Liberal Feminist Perspective: Alvesson and Due Billing (1997) argue that one 
of the most common ways to classify the variety of feminist theories is through 
dissecting them based on their political standpoints. Based on these observations, the 
three key types of feminist frameworks are liberal, radical and socialist theories, which 
differ in what they consider as desirable changes when it comes to gender issues. 
Liberal feminism, Alvesson and Due Billing (1997) point out, aims to secure gender 
equality for women so that women can seek access to the resources that society in 
general and organizations in particular may have to offer.  Starting from a position of 
emphasizing the similarities between men and women (though a later version does 
HPSKDVLVJHQGHUGLIIHUHQFHLWDUJXHVIRUD³OHYHOSOD\LQJILHOG´EHWZHHQPHQDQG
women such that women can compete on equal terms with their male colleagues. 
Policies based on the tenets of liberal feminism ± which focuses on the individual and 
understands organizational structures, policies and practices as gender neutral ± tend to 
concentrate on the removal of barriers to gender equality. While liberal feminism has 
had the most influence on actual organizational policies, commentators such as 
Alvesson & Due Billing (1997) have noted that the de facto reality of this approach is 
that it has benefitted middle-class women most, narrowing the gap between them and 
their corresponding middle-class male colleagues (Alvesson and Due Billing, 1997; 
Benschop & Verloo, 2016).  
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Brewis and Linstead (1999) argue that the emergence of liberal feminism may 
be traced all the way back to the eighteenth century. The early scholars argued that 
women are in fact just as capable as their male counterparts at their workplace. One 
famous manifestation of liberal feminism is acknowledgement of the existence of the 
glass ceiling in modern organisations. This ceiling, serves as an invisible but 
challenging barrier, which puts women into a disadvantaged position, through for 
example preventing them from reaching higher rank managerial positions within a given 
organization (Brewis & Linstead, ³6XFKZRUNDUJXHVWKDWWKHKLVWRULFDOO\
influential definition of women as somehow irrevocably feminine, congenitally 
subordinate, emotional and irrational, and therefore ill-equipped for work at the top of 
WKH³RUJDQL]DWLRQDOWUHH´UHVXOWVLQYHUWical segregation ± the situation in organizations 
ZKHUHPHQGRPLQDWHWKHVHQLRUSRVLWLRQV´%UHZLV	/LQVWHDGS&DODVDQG
Smircich (1999) note that the liberal feminist perspective played a key role in 
GHYHORSLQJXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZRPHQ¶VH[SHUience in the contemporary workplace. At 
the same time the movement has been heavily criticised by a number of activists, 
particularly Black women in the US, who argued that ironically, although there had 
been an attempt to change the status quo of the male dominant workplace, liberal 
feminist in turn tried to replace it with establishing the domination of white heterosexual 
women from the middle and upper classes of society (Hooks, 1981 as cited in Calas & 
Smircich, 1999). While suffering from a number of limitations, the liberal feminist 
perspective helped to initiate dialogue and understanding of gender-based 
discriminatory practices, particularly concerning women occupying managerial 
functions, which have always been viewed as belonging to male employees (Benschop 
& Verloo, 2015).  
Radical Feminist Perspective: Calas and Smircich (2006) discuss another 
important feminist approach that has tremendously contributed towards understanding 
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experiences of working women i.e. radical feminist theory. Interestingly, the movement 
originated from the growing dissatisfaction of women with sexism characteristic of the 
liberal movement of leftist politicians, protesters against Vietnam War, and the social 
movement for human rights (Jaggar, 1983 as cited in Calas & Smircich, 2006). The 
EDVLVRIWKHPRYHPHQWFDQEHIRUPXODWHGDVIROORZV³«JHQGHULVDV\VWHPRIPDOH
domination, a fundamental organizing principle of patriarchal society, which is at the 
URRWRIDOORWKHUV\VWHPVRIRSSUHVVLRQ´&DODV	6PLUFLFKS). They key 
distinction between the liberal feminist perspective and the radical feminist perspective, 
is the fact that while liberalists chose to view manifestations of gender-based 
discrimination and discriminatory practices (e.g. sexual harassment, underpayment, 
difficulties obtaining promotion, low representation of women among higher rank 
positions, etc.) as manifestations of individual experiences and personal problems, 
radical feminists chose to connect these negative experiences to systematic processes 
within the society that continue to put men into a privileged position, and define 
masculinity as a norm to follow and adhere to if one wants to succeed within the 
professional environment (Jaggar, 1983; Benschop & Verloo, 2015). Brewis and 
Linstead (1999) assert that radical feminists not only believe in natural differences 
existing between the genders but also stress the importance of highlighting and using 
these differences within professional settings. For example, some argue that women 
should be deliberately accepted among higher rank managerial positions so that they can 
compensate for the excessive rationality of the male senior management (Brewis & 
Linstead, 1999).  
Alvesson and Due Billing (1997) argue that the goal of radical feminism is to 
first of all free women from the existing patriarchal order of things. Once women are 




is based on the assumption that women have different experiences and interests than 
men and/or that women have radically different orientations than those characterizing 
traditional and contemporary patriarchal society. Radical feminism does not aim at 
competing with men on equal terms or to share the benefits ± top jobs, higher wages, 
access to formal power ± on a 50/ 50 basis, but wants to change the basic structure of 
VRFLHW\DQGLWVRUJDQL]DWLRQVDQGPDNHFRPSHWLWLRQDOHVVFHQWUDOQRWLRQ´S7KH
radical movement, therefore, concentrates on proving the need to transform some major 
structures such as the patriarchal order within politics, society and family, the role of 
church, academia, etc. (Calas & Smircich, 2006). The movement is referred to as radical 
due to the fact that its focus is solely on the experience of women and it is regarded as 
woman-centred. Radical feminist research often focuses on the crossing of two major 
powers ± power relations and gender roles (Calas & Smircich, 2006). According to 
Eisenstein (1983 cited in Calas & Smircich, 2006), in line with the radical feminism 
premises, women should be encouraged to get in touch with their authentic feminine 
side through cultural feminism. Interestingly, Moraga (1983 cited in Calas & Smircich, 
2006) highlights the importance of discussing specific experiences of ethnic minorities 
± women of colour. According to the researchers, radical feminism should also focus on 
the experiences of women who are not white heterosexual professionals (Moraga, 1983 
cited in Calas & Smircich, 2006).  
Radical feminism theory and practice has had a major effect on organizational 
VWXGLHVDV³VWDUWLQJLQWKHODWHCVUDGLFDOIHPLQLVWVGLVFRYHUHGDQGSXWLQWRSUDFWLFH
organizational forms that were reflective of feminist values, such as equality, 
commuQLW\SDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGDQLQWHJUDWLRQRIIRUPDQGFRQWHQW´&DODV	6PLUFLFK
2006: 221). The movement itself was focusing on promoting changes within such 
systems as leadership and power structures within the organisations (Brown, 1992). The 
radical feminist movement, according to Calas and Smircich (2006), was reactive in 
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nature and aimed to challenge the established masculine norms. The goal of the 
movement was to create a so-called woman-space ± an environment where various 
organisations help women gain skills and capabilities they were lacking. Some 
examples included letting women make decisions regarding medical care, teaching 
women technical skills such as carpentry and auto-mechanics (Calas & Smircich, 2006). 
The researchers also put a lot of emphasis on the creation of cultural centres and 
organisations where women could exchange feminist ideas, and educate themselves on 
feminist art, literature, gender studies, etc. (Brown, 1992).  
Radical feminist leaders formed a number of groups and organisations which 
aimed to educate members and create a social and political momentum. Many of the 
groups focused on a democratic, equality-focus structure emphasizing the equal role of 
each of the group members (Calas & Smircich, 2006). The main focus of such groups 
was to prevent a single individual taking control and monopolizing leadership or group 
discussion. While being effective in educating group members regarding the existence 
of glass ceiling and inequality, these types of organisation failed to develop any form of 
political activity or momentum. According to Calas and Smircich (2006) later 
organisations have focused on adapting some sort of structure and leadership-based 
approach, along with role distribution. The contribution of this particular movement 
within feminism towards organisational studies was deeper understanding of the role of 
organisational structures and hierarchies in supporting gender-based discrimination 
within professional organizations. According to Calas and Smircich (2006: 222), radical 
IHPLQLVWUHVHDUFKKDVLGHQWLILHG³«ILYHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOHOHPHQWVUHIOHFWLYHRIIHPLQLVW
values in organizing: a participatory decision-making system, a system of rotating 




Poststructuralist Feminist Perspective: Alvesson and Due Billing (1997: 32) 
GHILQHSRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVWRUSRVWPRGHUQIHPLQLVPDVDWKHRU\WKDWµ«TXHVWLRQVWKHJHQGHU
categories that were taken for granted by the two perspectives previously described. 
Notions like men and women, the male and the female, are no longer viewed as 
fundamental, valid points of departure but considered to be unstable, ambiguous and 
DWWULEXWLQJDIDOVHXQLW\¶7KLVRULHQWDWLRQGHUives from the core ideas of 
SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVPDQGSRVWPRGHUQLVPZKLFKLQFOXGHµ«WKHLPSRVVLELOLW\RIDXQLYHUVDO
truth, the dominance of oppositional dichotomies in our thinking and deconstruction as 
a method to unveil ambivalences, fluidities and absences«¶%HQVFKRS	9HUORR
106). Alvesson & Due Billing (1997: 37) explain why poststructuralist feminism 
TXHVWLRQVWKHHVWDEOLVKHGVWDWXVTXRDVIROORZVµ2QHPLJKWULJKWO\DVNZKDWLVWKH
FRPPRQVLJQLILFDQFHRI³ZRPDQ´ZKHQDSSOLHGWRD-year-old retired Brazilian 
schoolteacher as well as a 14-year-old girl from the New Delhi slum, a Norwegian 
female prime minister, a black single mother of several children in South Africa, a 
young MBA career woman on Wall Street and a lesbian upper-class middle-aged artist 
LQ9LFWRULDQ(QJODQG¶%DVHGRQWKHVHFRQVLGHUDWLRQVDQXPEHURIVFKRODUVVXJJHVWWKDW
WKHZLGHVSUHDGXVHRIVXFKLGHQWLWLHVDV³ZRPDQ´³IHPDOH´³IHPLQLQHJHQGHULGHQWLW\´
are misleading, as they only provide a false unity which reflects little to no common 
shared features among the discussed subjects (Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997; Calas & 
Smircich, 2006). Basically the point here is that there is no universal meaning of 
µZRPDQ¶UDWKHUWKHPHDQLQJRIµZRPDQ¶YDULHVGHSHQGLQJRQWKHODQJXDJHVFRQWHxts 
i.e. discourses which are in use at any particular point in time and any particular place 
(Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997). 
Following on from the above, the focus of organizational research which is 
informed by poststructuralist feminism is the discursive practices of gender (Benschop 




poststructuralist feminist perspective. The emergence and take-up of a poststructuralist 
feminist perspective by gender researchers signalled Dµ«PRYHWRZDUGVDQRQWRORJ\RI
JHQGHUDVDODUJHO\SHUIRUPDWLYHVLWXDWHGVRFLDOSUDFWLFH¶7\OHU	&RKHQ
As such research which relies on the principles of poststructuralist feminism is not 
concerned with individual subjects per se but rather attention is directed at the 
discourses within which men and women are constituted (Alvesson & Due Billing, 
1997). Following on from this, masculinity and femininity are not perceived as solid 
entities within a solid gender order. Poststructuralist feminism places an emphasis on 
subjectivity arising out of cultural representations connected to prevalent gender (and 
other) discourses, with a significant amount of research from this perspective exploring 
how people take-up the subject positions made available to them from the multiple 
discourses circulating within distinctive spatial-temporal settings (Benschop & Verloo, 
2016). 
Of particular importance to note is the power that is connected to the notion of 
discourse.  Power here refers to the way in which discourses constitute the world such 
that it is difficult, sometimes impossible, to think or act outside of them.  Here, men and 
women within an organizational context are placed in subject and object positions 
DFFRUGLQJWRGLVFRXUVHVVXFKDVWKHSRVWIHPLQLVWGLVFRXUVHRIµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFH
7KXVPHQDQGZRPHQµ«DUHµPDGHVXEMHFW¶WKURXJK«GLVFRXUVHVZKLOHDWWKHVDPH
time they are also subjected i.e. constructed as objects of power. Thus who an individual 
LVµLVQRWDQXQFKDQJLQJHVVHQFHEXWUDWKHUDVKLIWLQJSURGXFWRISRZHU¶0LOOHU
cited in Lewis & Simpson, 2012: 145). Recognition of the power of discourse does not 
completely render resistance impossible ± in other words the less powerful are not 
completely powerless.  Individuals may be subject to dominant discourses but are also 
active within them and drawing on particular discourses may provide individuals with 
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opportunities to secure power and resources.  What this means is that power is mobile 
and the impact of changing circumstances and connections enables power to shift from 
one group to another.   Therefore at different points in time different categories of 
people may have greater influence over and control of how power is played out with the 
instability of identity providing opportunities for shifts in power (Lewis & Simpson, 
2012).  
In relation to the notion of gender discourses and the power that attaches to 
them, one key concept used to captXUHZKDWLVPHDQWE\³GRLQJ´JHQGHUDQGWKHUHODWLRQ
RIWKLV³GRLQJ´WRGLVFRXUVHLVWKDWRISHUIRUPDWLYLW\3HUIRUPDWLYLW\UHIHUVWRKRZ
something such as identity comes into being from drawing on discourses.  It is the 
materialization of norms, a process that is inherently unstable and full of the possibility 
of resistance (Cunliffe 2009).  According to McKinlay (2010: 235) using performativity 
DVWKHZD\WRXQGHUVWDQGZKDWGUDZLQJRQGLVFRXUVHPHDQVKLJKOLJKWVµERWKWKH
fragility and the stubborn consiVWHQF\¶RIVRPHWKLQJOLNHLGHQWLW\)URPWKLVDQ
LQGLYLGXDOFDQQRW³FKRRVH´DQLGHQWLW\LQWKHZD\WKH\PLJKW³FKRRVH´DQRXWILWRUKRZ
they take their coffee but neither is s/he condemned to act out a structurally determined 
identity without some kind of individual input. In performatively constructing an 
identity by drawing on discourses, there is a degree of repetition and ritual. Drawing on 
DGLVFRXUVHWR³GR´DQLGHQWLW\LVQHYHUDRQH-off event but rather is a continuous 
repetition of prior acts and utterances, that is, it is the recitation of cultural norms over 
time.  It is through the repetition and recitation of discourse that the effects (e.g. 
identity) the discourse names are produced (Cunliffe, 2009).  As this performative 
³GRLQJ´RIJHQGHULV not done within a vacuum i.e. it is located in a context, an 
LQGLYLGXDO¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLVMXGJHGDQGHYDOXDWHGDJDLQVWDFXOWXUDOO\EDVHGQRUPWR
DVVHVVZKHWKHUDSHUVRQLVDµSURSHU¶PHPEHURIDVRFLDORUGHU,QGLYLGXDOVZKRFDQQRW
achieve the standard are directed towards the means to improve or subject to exclusion 
106 
 
(Lewis & Simpson, 2012). The effort put into the performativity of gender is propelled 
by a plea for recognition as a viable, culturally intelligible subject that is recognised and 
valorised by others (Tyler & Cohen, 2010). 
3.2.2. Neoliberal Feminist Perspective 
 
All of the above feminist perspectives, drawn upon by researchers in the Gender 
and Organization Studies field, have been acknowledged and written up by a number of 
writers (e.g. Alvesson & Due Billing, 1997; Brewis & Linstead, 1999; Calas & 
Smircich, 2006; Gherardi, 2003, Witz & Savage, 1992).  However, a newly emerging 
feminist approach ± neoliberal feminism ± is only now been identified as significant 
within the Gender and Organization Studies field (e.g. Benschop & Verloo, 2016). The 
appearance of neoliberal feminism (Rottenberg, 2014) is associated with the 
instrumentalization of feminist principles such as equality within mainstream public 
discourse in general and in mainstream organizational discourse in particular (Lewis & 
Simpson, 2017). Neoliberal feminism is categorised as a moderate form of feminism 
along with other named feminisms such as choice feminism (Kirkpatrick,2010), popular 
feminism (McRobbie, 2009) and market feminism (Kantola & Squires, 2012). This has 
particular significance for the present study as its emphasis on the individual woman not 
only is a re-statement of the individualist principle of liberal feminism but also links 
forward to the notion of postfemLQLVP$FFRUGLQJWR*LOODQG6FKDUIIµ«WKH
autonomous, calculating, self-regulating subject of neoliberalism (in general) bears a 
strong resemblance to the active, freely choosing, self-reinventing subject of 
SRVWIHPLQLVP¶ 
Rottenberg (2014) disFXVVHVWKHLPSRUWDQWUROHRI6KHU\O6DQGEHUJ¶VIHPLQLVW
manifesto Lean In, which she argues can be seen as a signal that a transition in feminist 
thinking is occurring with the shift from liberal feminism to neoliberal feminism. 
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Rottenberg (2014) argues that mainstream liberal feminism is transitioning into a 
general cultural pattern with a neoliberal twist and presents a distinction between 
neoliberal and liberal feminism. The key difference, according to Rottenberg (2014) 
comes from the fact that liberal feminism was based on a sharp critique of the gender 
exclusion which occurred within liberal democratic structures, and manifested through 
law, institutional structures, etc.  In contrast, neoliberal feminism is seemingly evolving 
in complete harmony with WKHQHROLEHUDORUGHUDQG³«RIIHUVQRFULWLTXH± immanent or 
otherwise ± RIQHROLEHUDOLVP´5RWWHQEHUJS1HROLEHUDOLVPPRUHRYHU
FUHDWHVDQHZIHPLQLVWVXEMHFW³,QGLYLGXDWHGLQWKHH[WUHPHWKLVVXEMHFWLVIHPLQLVWLQ
the sense that she is distinctly aware of current inequalities between men and women. 
This same subject, however simultaneously neoliberal, not only because she disavows 
the social, cultural and economic forces producing this inequality, but also because she 
accepts full responsibility for her own well-being and self-care, which is increasingly 
predicated on crafting a felicitous work ± family balance based on a cost-benefit 
FDOFXOXV´5RWWHQEHUJS3UXJODUJXHVWKDWHDUO\SUHGLFWLRQV
concerning the future evolution of liberal feminism have not come to pass. It was 
anticipated that the liberal feminist movement would radicalise, as women became a 
core element of the work force and would confront gender discrimination and 
inequalities, and forcefully push towards more radical and structural changes. However, 
the course of history has proven this point of view wrong, as a couple of decades later 
feminists and neoliberal feminists have seem to have adopted a different approach to 
gender issues, namely individual solutions and coping strategies to confront gender 
problems at their workplace (Prugl, 2015). Rottenberg (2014) emphasizes her argument 
E\GHVFULELQJKRZOLEHUDOIHPLQLVPKDVJRQH³WREHG´ZLWKFDSLWDOLVP,QVWHDGRI
challenging neoliberal capitalism, the coQWHPSRUDU\³«QHROLEHUDOIHPLQLVWVXEMHFWLV
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thus mobilized to convert continued gender inequality from a structural problem into an 
LQGLYLGXDODIIDLU´S 
Rottenberg (2014: 420) further discusses the underlying reasons for the 
emergence of neoliberaOLVPIHPLQLVPDQGVXJJHVWVWKDWLW³«VLPXOWDQHRXVO\VHUYHVD
particular cultural purpose: it hollows out the potential of mainstream liberal feminism 
to underscore the constitutive contradictions of liberal democracy, and in this way 
further entrenches neoliberal rationality and an imperialistic logic. Each woman`s 
success becomes a feminist success, which is then attributed to the USA`s enlightened 
SROLWLFDORUGHUDVZHOODVWRLWVPRUDODQGSROLWLFDOVXSHULRULW\´ 
While Rottenberg explores the emergence of neoliberal feminism generally, 
Prugl (2015) adds to our understanding of this moderate feminism by explaining the 
emergence of neoliberalism, as well as increased interest towards gender studies and 
feminist issues on the corporate level. The researcher argues that while many 
multinational corporations (MNCs) have focused on such issues as ethnicity-based 
diversity of their staff or environmental affairs to build relationships with the key 
stakeholders and demonstrated their commitment to the principles of social 
responsibility, other have chosen women empowerment as a tool to prove and 
demonstrate their focus on sustainability and public relations. Prugl (2015) uses such 
examples as 10.000 Women initiative by Goldman Sachs (focused on partnering 
business schools with the corporate world to provide female entrepreneurs with the 
necessary training), the programmes by the World Economic Forum, etc. All of these 
initiatives aim at reducing the gender gap in various spheres of professional activities: 
business, politics, economy. One of the best examples is The Girl Effect programme by 
Nike, which suggests that communities can be affected from within through 




Avon, Kraft, and Coca Cola all have invested in projects targeting women and girls and 
GHSOR\LQJWKHIHPLQLVWLGHDRIZRPHQCVHPSRZHUPHQW´3UXJOWUHDWVVXFKFDVHV
as examples of the encounters between neoliberalism and feminism currently taking 
SODFHZKLFKLWLVFODLPHGUHVXOWLQZRPHQ¶VHPSRZHUPHQWLQFRQWHPSRUDU\
organizations.  
Rottenberg (2014, p. 422), while also discussing the origins of neoliberal 
feminist, gives more attention to the potential consequences of the movement, 
SDUWLFXODUO\WKHHPHUJHQFHRIDQHZW\SHRIIHPLQLVWVXEMHFW³8VLQJNH\OLEHUDOWHUPV
such as equality, opportunity, and free choice, while displacing and replacing the 
content, this recuperates feminism, forges a feminist subject who is not only 
individualised but entrepreneurial in the sense that she is oriented towards optimizing 
her resources through incessant calculation, personal initiative and innovation. Indeed, 
creative individual solutions are presented as feminist and progressive, while calibrating 
a felicitous work-IDPLO\EDODQFHEHFRPHVKHUPDLQWDVN´5RWWHQEHUJDQG3UXJO
(2015) argue that the process of convergence between feminism and neoliberalism leads 
towards the creation of a moderate form of feminism.  This moderate neoliberal 
feminism becomes invisible, as said above, through the emphasis placed on individual 
action and choice and promotion of the principle that as long as a woman has chosen a 
particular course of action, then irrespective of outcomes, there is no requirement to 
problematize her circumstances (Lewis & Simpson, 2017).  
This section of the chapter has mapped out the various feminist perspectives 
prevalent in the field of Gender and Organization Studies. We now turn to consider in 
more detail the critical concept of postfeminism which we are mobilizing to explore 
accounts of the work experiences of Middle Eastern Female Academics.  As said above, 
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we are not approaching postfeminism as a type of feminist perspective rather we are 
treating it as an analytical category. However, following the delineation of the concept 
of postfeminism we will summarise its positioning in relation to the feminist 
perspectives within the context of this thesis. 
3.3. Postfeminism as a social, cultural and political phenomenon 
 
Most reviews of the notion of postfeminism begin by citing the complexity of 
this cultural phenomenon and the lack of agreement regarding how we should interpret 
it. As a starting point, postfeminism is often contrasted to a generalised feminism with 
the latter presenting women as victims of a male-dominated world while postfeminism 
rejects the idea of victimhood, instead preferring to interpret the experiences of women 
in terms of their individual agency and individual choices made.  Thus, the notions of 
empowerment, free choice and liberation have become central to any understanding of 
this cultural phenomenon (Gill & Scharff, 2011; Meyers, 2013; Butler, 2013). It is 
important to understand, however, that the issue of FKRLFHLVRIWHQ³IRUFHG´XSRQ
modern women, as society perceives them as agentic individuals. Choice is forced onto 
women, and may further be complicated by various other social constructs, such as 
class, ethnicity, etc. It is important to take these other constructs into considerations as 
not all of the various social classes have equal access to making choices (Braun, 2009). 
It is argued that postfeminism can be used to explore women`s professional 
experiences (Lewis, 2014). Lewis (2014) argues that this critical concept provides a 
QHFHVVDU\DOWHUQDWLYHWRWUDGLWLRQDOVWXGLHVRIZRPHQ¶VZRUNH[SHULHQFHVDVPDQ\RI
these are underpinned by an assumption of exclusion associated with a dominant 
PDVFXOLQHQRUP,QFRQWUDVWFRQVLGHULQJZRPHQ¶Vaccounts of work experiences 
through the lens of postfeminism helps us to develop an understanding of how women 
professionals and femininity are integrated in the modern work environment (Lawler, 
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2002; Genz & Brabon, 2009). Lewis (2014) discusses a number of different 
professional identities (or femininities) among women who choose to become an 
entrepreneur in the male-dominated business environment identifying four as follows: 
individualized, maternal, relational and excessive. Lewis argues they are all different 
except IRUVKDULQJ³RQHNH\FKDUDFWHULVWLFEHLQJWKHZD\LQZKLFKWKH\DUHDOO
constituted through the doing of both masculinity and femininity via the integration and 
HPERGLPHQWRIFRQYHQWLRQDOIHPLQLQHDQGPDVFXOLQHDVSLUDWLRQVDQGEHKDYLRXUV´
(Lewis, 2014: 1845).  
3.3.1. Defining the concept of postfeminism 
 
Postfeminism emerged in the early 1980s long before the death of feminism 
(Butler, 2013). The term was commonly used to define behaviours of young women in 
the US. There is an ongoing debate about the concept of postfeminism and its current 
position within feminist cultural analysis (Gill, 2007; Lewis, 2014). Therefore, there 
exists a necessity to clearly define postfeminism and characterize the features 
constituting it. Gill (2007) argues that there is still little agreement regarding what 
postfeminism actually is and notes that there is much variety in the explanations and 
interpretations attached to the term. McRobbie (2009) warns against seeing such a 
complex phenomenon as postfeminism as mere backlash and rejection of the older 
JHQHUDWLRQ¶VIHPLQLVWLGHas.  Instead, she argues that postfeminism must be taken very 
seriously as a cultural phenomenon which has had a significant impact on women today 
and given this must be approached as something more just a protest and challenge to the 
existing order.  She suggests that postfeminism has been integrated not only into 
political or social protest and structure, but also into popular culture and media, and 




example, the emphasis placed on notions of empowerment and free choice are often 
perceived by younger women as an alternative to traditional radical political movements 
and interventions with the consequence that dealing with ongoing discrimination is 
understood as an individual as opposed to a collective responsibility. (McRobbie, 2009; 
Butler, 2013). 
In considering the various interpretations of postfeminism, four versions can be 
identified (Gill, 2007; Gill et al, 2016): a version which understands postfeminism as 
backlash; a version which understands postfeminism as a historical shift within 
feminism; a version which understands postfeminism as a theoretical perspective; and 
finally a version which understands postfeminism as a discursive formation referred to 
as a postfeminist sensibility (Gill, 2007) or postfeminist gender regime (McRobbie, 
2009).  Starting with postfeminism as backlash, in this account postfeminism is 
XQGHUVWRRGDVD³NLFNEDFN´DJDLQVWWKHDFKLHYHPHQWVRIIHPLQLVPRIWHQLQD
contradictory fashion.  At times backlash postfeminism presents feminism as the root of 
PRGHUQZRPHQ¶VXQKDSSLQHVVZLWKDVWURQJHPSKDVLVRQ³HQRXJK-is-HQRXJK´
Alternatively, postfeminism as backlash praises the achievements of feminism for 
women emphasising that inequality is now a thing of the past and therefore feminism is 
QRZREVROHWHDQGDJDLQ³HQRXJK-is-HQRXJK´7KLVSRVLWLYHVHQVHRIEDFNODVKFRQWULEXWHV
to the instrumentalization of feminist principles where they become part of our common 
VHQVHVRDSSHDU³QRUPDO´DQGWKHUHIRUHQRORQJHUQHHGHGWREHIRXJKWIRUE\IHPLQLVWV
However, once incorporated the key elements are transformed into much more 
LQGLYLGXDOLVWLF³JRDOV´DVRSSRVHGWRFROOHFWLYHDims. McRobbie (2009, p. 3) argues: 
³7KHVHQHZDQGVHHPLQJO\³PRGHUQ´LGHDVDERXWZRPHQDQGHVSHFLDOO\\RXQJZRPHQ
are then disseminated more aggressively, so as to ensure that a new women`s movement 
will not re-HPHUJH³)HPLQLVP´LVLQVWUXPHQWDOLVHGLWLV brought forward and claimed 




version lies in the way it directs attention to the strong anti-feminist sentiments 
expressed through social media which manifest in torrents of abuse directed at any 
ZRPDQZKRH[SUHVVHVSXEOLFO\YLHZVDERXWZRPHQ¶VSUHVHQFHRUDEVHQFHIURP
public life.  The second version of postfeminism which emphasises the occurrence of an 
historical shift within feminism places an emphasis on a time after second wave 
IHPLQLVP+HUHSRVWIHPLQLVPLVXQGHUVWRRGLQWHUPVRI³ZKDWFRPHVDIWHU´VHFRQG
wave feminism, what ongoing transformation of feminism is occurring and contains an 
RSSRVLWLRQEHWZHHQµROGHU¶DQGµ\RXQJHU¶IHPLQLVWVZLWKWKHODWWHUSHUFHLYHGDVOHVV
disciplinarian, lighter in outlook and open to men. It represents itself in terms of a shift 
in feminist activity, a particular moment, but not a time after feminism as the backlash 
perspective does (Gill et al, 2016). 
Within the context of Gender and Organization Studies, the versions of 
postfeminism which fit with the shape and concerns of the field are postfeminism as a 
theoretical perspective and postfeminism as a cultural, discursive strategy (Lewis, 
2014).  Starting with postfeminism as a theoretical perspective ± it is stated at the 
beginning of this chapter that the author of this present thesis does not see himself as a 
postfeminist working out of a postfeminist perspective. What this means is that in the 
thesis postfeminism is not used as a theoretical approach akin to how the other feminist 
perspectives outlined above are used in gender research. Nevertheless, one of the ways 
in which postfeminism has been understood, particularly in earlier considerations of this 
phenomenon, is as a theoretical perspective which represents an epistemological break 
within feminism with postfeminism being understood as feminism within 
poststructuralist theory (Gill, 2007; GLOOHWDO/HZLVµ7KXVDVD
theoretical stance it signals that the breadth of feminist issues is more extensive than in 
previous times and as such is not against feminism but about a feminism which 
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reconsiders and makes a clear shift in its FDWHJRULHVDQGTXHVWLRQV¶/HZLV
$VSDUWRIWKLVµHSLVWHPRORJLFDOEUHDN¶SRVWIHPLQLVPXQGHUVWRRGLQWKHVHWHUPV
signalled a shift away from a focus on equality towards consideration of the complexity 
of difference and the pursuit of a non-hegemonic feminism capable of giving voice to 
all women, not just western white middle class women (Gill et al, 2016). However, a 
perusal of the research which draws on the notion of postfeminism, demonstrates that 
few researchers have adopted this theoretical version when trying to understand 
postfeminism or to interpret empirical situations (Lewis, 2014). This rejection can be 
understood in terms of the view expressed by Genz & Brabon (2009 cited in Lewis, 
WKDWµ«DSXUHO\WKHRUHWLFDOFRQFHSWLRn of postfeminism is insufficient and 
LQDGHTXDWH«DQGULVNV«UHSUHVVLQJLWVLPSRUWDQFH«LQWKHSXEOLFGHEDWHRQIHPLQLVP
DQGWKHPRGHUQZRPDQ¶:KLOHWKLVWKHRUHWLFDOYHUVLRQRISRVWIHPLQLVPKDVQRWEHHQ
taken-up in this thesis either, at the end of the chapter we will briefly consider its 
relationship with the fourth version of postfeminism to which we now turn. 
Postfeminism as a discursive formation: The fourth version of postfeminism 
derives from the significant academic attention directed at this cultural phenomenon by 
authors such as Rosalind Gill and Angela McRobbie.  Both of these writers approach 
postfeminism as a discursive formation connected to a set of discourses around gender, 
feminism and femininity. At this point in time, this is the dominant understanding of 
postfeminism mobilised by most researchers when exploring the postfeminist life and 
accounts of work experiences of women and girls (Lewis & Simpson, 2017) and it is the 
version of postfeminism used in this thesis.  In her work Postfeminist Media Culture: 
Elements of a sensibility, Rosalind Gill (2007) offers a new understanding of 
postfeminism as a sensibility (or discursive formation or cultural dispositive), which can 




lives, as example their accounts of work experiences in organizations such as 
universities, making visible how postfeminist cultural norms are embedded in them or 
drawn upon by women to interpret their situation. McRobbie (2009) refers to the same 
understanding of postfeminism as a postfeminist gender regime. Although both, Gill 
(2007) and McRobbie (2009) highlight, the underlying anti-feminist sentiment behind 
the emergence of postfeminism, they both also acknowledge that certain important 
HOHPHQWVRIIHPLQLVPHJFKRLFHHPSRZHUPHQWKDYHEHHQ³VXFFHVVIXOO\´
incorporated into organisational, cultural and political life.  The current study will 
utilize the concept of postfeminism developed through the foundational work of authors 
such as Gill (2007), McRobbie (2009), Negra, (2009) and Tasker and Negra (2009) 
(Lewis & Simpson, 2017) which suggests that the phenomenon can be best interpreted 
DVD³GLVWLQFWLYHVHQVLELOLW\³UHODWLQJWRDQXPEHURILQWHUUHODWHGHOHPHQWV7KHVHLQFOXGH
a focus on individualism, choice and empowerment; an emphasis on the notion of 
µQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHDIRFXVRQVXEMHFWLILFDWLRQDVRSSRVHGWRREMHFWLILFDWLRQ
self-discipline and self-surveillance; femininity as a bodily property; the ascendancy of 
a make-over paradigm; and retreat to home as a matter of choice not obligation (Negra, 
2009). It is further noted that the patterned articulation and discussion of these elements 
constitutes the phenomenon of a postfeminism sensibility (Gill, 2007).  
The present thesis utilizes the understanding of postfeminism as a sensibility, 
developed by authors such as Gill (2007), McRobbie (2009) and Negra (2009) for a 
number of reasons. The version of postfeminism as a discursive formation enables a 
wider understanding and interpretation of postfeminism as a cultural phenomenon and 
avoids seeing it as merely a historical step in a feminist evolution. In addition, Gill 
(2007) warns against using the notion of a postfeminist sensibility solely within the 
context of modern media. Instead, she argues (as does Lewis 2014) that it should be 
used as a more broad and general analytical concept, which would help research into 
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entities such as organizations, providing the impetus to understand a multitude of topics 
and issues.  For example, drawing on the notion of postfeminism we can explore how 
women reconfigure their femininity to ensure their inclusion in the modern 
organisation. From the collection of elements which co-exist as part of a postfeminist 
sensibility, three of these have particular significance for this study i.e. individualism, 
FKRLFHDQGHPSRZHUPHQWWKHHPSKDVLVRQµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHDQGUHWUHDWWRWKH
home as a matter of choice not obligation (Lewis, 2014). 
3.3.2. Individualism, choice and empowerment 
 
The concepts of individualism, choice and empowerment ± ³EHLQJRQHVHOI´DQG
³SOHDVLQJRQHVHOI´- are central to the postfeminist philosophy (Gill, 2007; Meyers, 
2013).  Gill (2007) argues that these notions and the one of taking control and being in 
charge of one`s own decisions became central to contemporary culture and are regularly 
manifest in popular shows, advertising, etc., thereby infiltrating everyday common 
VHQVH$V*LOOVWDWHV³7KLVLVVHHQQRWRQO\LQWKHUHOHQWOHVVSHUVRQDOLVLQJ
tendencies of news, talk shows and reality TV, but also in the ways in which every 
aspect of life is refracted through the idea of personal choice and self-GHWHUPLQDWLRQ´
A number of authors point towards a one-sided interpretation of individual`s motives 
and actions within modern society. For instance, a tendency among young women to 
undergo a breast augmentation procedure is viewed as an overall trend among women to 
³SOHDVHWKHPVHOYHV´WKURXJKHQKDQFLQJWKHLUORRNVDQGEHDXW\0XFKOHVVDWWHQWLRQLV
given to the underlying motivation to please oneself through this kind of surgery by 
focusing on the societal pressures that encourage women to undergo such a procedure. 
Gill (2007) suggests that there must be a very strong social pressure involved to 
influence these kind of decisions.  Gill (2007) argues that postfeminism suggests that 
modern women may freely choose any action or make any life decision, as they are 
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independent agents of their own will, and are no longer limited by any kinds of 
constrains. It is suggested that modern women are motivated by their own professional 
DQGSHUVRQDODVSLUDWLRQVDVZHOODVE\WKHLUZLOOLQJQHVVWR³IHHOJRRGDERXWWKHPVHOYHV´
(the latter message being strongly communicated through popular media) (Meyers, 
2013). 
Empowerment and free will, as major cornerstones of a postfeminist gender 
regime manifest themselves in a variety of ways. Women are not only making free 
choices themselves, they also turn to themselves as a main source of motivation for 
these changes to occur. Gill (2007) argues that not so recently women chose to dress in 
a particular manner in order to satisfy men`s taste and attract them. Modern Western 
women often consider this behaviour unworthy, as it portrays an image of a desperate 
heterosexual woman that only cares for male approval of her looks and behaviour (Genz 
& Brabon, 2009; Meyers, 2013). Postfeminism as a critical concept help understand that 
while more women are turning to the idea of pleasing themselves and appear to be 
escaping the old dependence on men, this notional freedom must be investigated. 
Postfeminism conveys the sense that modern women are totally free agents of their own 
ZLOO4XLWHVXUSULVLQJO\WKHVH³IUHHDJHQWV´ZKLOHDVVXPLQJWKDWWKH\PDNHLQGLYLGXDO
choices based on different motivations, end up  in the same position i.e. similar, if not 
identical looks, well-groomed appearances, hairless bodies, manicured nails, thin waist. 
*LOOUDLVHVDQLQWHUHVWLQJTXHVWLRQRI³WKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ
and subjectivity, the difficult but crucial questions about how socially constructed, mass 
PHGLDWHGLGHDOVRIEHDXW\DUHLQWHUQDOLVHGDQGPDGHRXURZQ´S 
However this cornerstone notion of empowerment and endless freedom has 
often been a target of critique within the postfeminist concept (Genz & Brabon, 2009). 
Some researchers themselves, but mostly the popular press provide this explicit image 
of a postfeminist utopia where women are capable of achieving any goal if they have a 
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desire for it. This overly optimistic view, unfortunately, is far from reality and can also 
be a psychological burden carried by generations of young women who are taught to 
SHUFHLYHWKHPVHOYHVDVSRZHUIXOEXWLQIDFWDUHQRW$VSHFLDOWHUP³FKRLFHRLVLH´*HQ]
& Barbon, 2009: 37) has been coined to depict all major life and career choices as 
individual decisions, rather than culturally influenced ones. Some researchers go as far 
as regarding this vision as a postfeminist American dream (with an obvious focus on 
individual versus collective) (Rail, 1998; Genz & Brabon, 2009). This postfeminist 
celebration of individual choice and individualism is also dangerous, as it removes the 
common base uniting women in struggle against gender inequalities and oppression. It 
is argued that these celebrations of individual victories and choices are quite dangerous 
because they are often misinterpreted for something greater (Genz & Brabon, 2009) and 
UHTXLUHRILQGLYLGXDOZRPHQDQGJLUOVWKDWWKH\GHYHORSLQGLYLGXDO³VWUDWHJLHV´DQG
³VROXWLRQV´WRGHDOZLWKZKDWDUe systemic, societal issues.  
It is important to mention that such notions as individualism and free choice 
have been explored outside media studies, and within working environments (Lewis, 
2014).  Lewis (2014: 1853) in considering the experience of women business owners, 
argues that notions of individualism, choice and empowerment are central such that 
³6XFFHVVLQHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSLVXQGHUVWRRGDVWKHHIIHFWLYHSHUIRUPDQFHRI
fundamentally gender-neutral methods, routines and rituals, allied to the strong belief 
that individuals (male or female) have an equal chance to succeed if they are ambitious 
DQGKDUGZRUNLQJ´)XUWKHU/HZLVHPSKDVLVHVWKHSDUWLFXODULPSRUWDQFHRIIUHH
choice, as female entrepreneurs are viewed as autonomous subjects who can perform 
actions that are not governed by any external bodies. Lewis (2014) implies that within 
the postfeminism concept, professional women are no longer seen as oppressed, but 





One key characteristic of the postfeminist gender regime is the resurgence of the 
QRWLRQRIµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQPHQDQGZRPHQ2QHSRSXOLVWLQIOXHQFH
here is the book Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus by John Gray which sets 
XSDµQDWXUDO¶GLFKRWRP\EHWZHHQPHQDQGZRPHQSUHVHQWLQJWKHPDV³DOLHQ´EXW
complementary to each other because of enduring differences.  Such dualist thinking 
has had a significant impact on how we understand gender issues and manifests in a 
common research design which compares male and female experience with less 
attention directed at differences among men or among women.  Most mainstream 
DFFRXQWVRIµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHWHQGWRSUHVHQWWKHGLFKRWRP\LQWHUPVRI
complementarity ± men and women may be different from each other but they are 
complementary.  The suggestion here is that there is no hierarchy and both are equally 
valued. 
However, from the position of feminist perspectives such as radical feminism or 
poststructuralist feminism, the co-existence between masculinity and femininity is not 
one of complementarity. Rather, there is a binary divide between the masculine and the 
IHPLQLQHZLWKDQRQJRLQJSULYLOHJLQJRIPDVFXOLQLW\µ7KHVHIHPLQLVWSHUVSHFWLYHV
FRQQHFWZRPHQ¶V subordination to their difference from the masculine norm and the 




postfeminism.  The stress placed on peaceful, non-hierarchical co-existence has 
contributed to the emergence in the business world of the figures of the feminine leader, 
the feminine manager and the female entrepreneur who are seen as  necessary 
complements to traditional masculine leadership, management and entrepreneurship.  
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Postfeminist discourse of differencHSODFHVDQHPSKDVLVRQWKHµ«VSHFLDOFRQWULEXWLRQ
WKDWZRPHQ¶VVR-called uniquely feminine viewpoint can bring to management and 
organizations, emphasizing its dissimilarity from the conventional masculine character 
RIPDQDJLQJDQGRUJDQL]LQJ¶/HZLV4: 1856). From this position of 
complementarity, ongoing differences between male and female experience of 
organizations (e.g. the gender wage gap) are interpreted through the prism of choice.  
Variations in choices between men and women are through to ariVHRXWRIµQDWXUDO¶
VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHDQGWKHVHµFKRLFHV¶DUHWKHUHDVRQVIRURQJRLQJGLVSDULWLHVLQWHUPVRI
position and salary, not a masculine-feminine hierarchy or ongoing discrimination. 
3.3.4. Retreat to home: a matter of choice but not obligation 
 
A lot of women in various societies choose never to pursue or quit their careers 
in order to fulfil their obligations as mothers and wives (Trower, 2001; Zhang & 
Hannum, 2013). However, we do not really know how often this choice is purely 
conscious and manifested by the free will of women making it. It is often hard to draw a 
clear line between obligations and choices. Stone (2007) reports that the media picked 
XSDQLQWHUHVWLQJWUHQGWKDWVWDUWHGLQHDUO\CVWKHMRXUQDOLVWV³QRWLFHG´PRUHDQG
more high-achiever type women quitting their jobs and returning home to take care of 
their families. The most famous case was that of Brenda Barnes, the SEO of PepsiCo 
North America, who in 1998 decided to spend more time with her family (Hewlett & 
Luce, 2005). The story of Barnes was just one out of many similar ones: they all told 
stories about different women, working in different professional areas, companies and 
countries. The only similarity they had was the fact that all of these women were highly 
successful and satisfied with their jobs, and made necessary adjustments to ensure they 
receive proper help and support with taking care of household responsibilities. Their 
only reason for quitting their successful careers, according to media coverage, was the 
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fact that they realised that no job is more worthy and rewarding than that of a mother 
6WRQH6WRQHQRWHV³$VDPRWKHUP\VHOI,GLGQRWGRXEWWKHELWDERXW
motherhood and children (...); but as a scholar of women`s careers, I did have some 
TXHVWLRQVDERXWZKDWZRPHQLQWKHVHDUWLFOHVZHUHVD\LQJDERXWWKHLUMREV´ 
Giving up a job ± particularly a professional position ± to stay home with 
children is one of the key social practices of postfeminism.  Such retreatism is always 
interpreted through the prism of choice and difference, where women, due to their 
µQDWXUDO¶DIILQLW\WRFKLOGUHQFKRRVHWRUHWXUQKRPH)URPWKLVSHUVSHFWLYHZRUN
including professional work is constructed as unrewarding and staying home is 
presented as an escape from all the pressures of the contemporary work place (Negra, 
2009).  No reference is made to the pleasures or benefits of working ± work for women 
LVXQGHUVWRRGDVDQLPSHGLPHQWWRWKHLUµQDWXUDO¶QHHGWRPRWKHUWKHLUFKLOGUHQ7KLVLV
a significant move away fURPWKHWHQHWVRIOLEHUDOIHPLQLVPZKLFKIRXJKWIRUZRPHQ¶V
right to leave home so that they could self-actualise in the workplace.  Children would 
be cared for in well-run (state funded) nurseries while women would no longer have to 
curb their professional ambitions.  Within a postfeminist gender regime, the shift to 
retreatism with its emphasis on active parenting and being constantly available for 
children, is an explicit denunciation of the liberal feminist valuing of public 
achievement based on the rejection of domesticity and childcare (Lewis, 2014).  
Looking at the contemporary situation, the postfeminist revaluing of home and children 
may not have contributed to the wholesale exodus of women from the workforce but 
has impacted on how work is positioned in relation to family.  While more and more 
HGXFDWHGZRPHQFKRRVHWRFRPELQHPRWKHUKRRGZLWKFDUHHULWLVDUJXHGWKDWµ«D
psychological distancing from work is established, contributing to the downgrading of 
WKHVLJQLILFDQFHRIHPSOR\PHQW«¶/HZLV4: 116). According to McRobbie (2009) 




women are now invited to self-actualise through work in the same way as their male 
colleagues, such self-DFWXDOLVDWLRQKDVWREHDFKLHYHGZKLOHPDLQWDLQLQJ³RQHIRRW´
within the domestic realm. 
3.4. Postfeminism and migrant women 
 
A number of views exist on the role of postfeminism in the modern professional 
environment. Meyers (2013) argues that modern ideologies developed on the basis of 
neoliberalism and postfeminism create an atmosphere of denial within the society as a 
whole, and academic world in particular. The researcher suggests that postfeminism 
creates the foundation for legitimizing ongoing systematic gender inequality and sexism 
in higher education and goes as far as advocating for returning terms such as sexism, 
patriarchy and misogyny into the modern gender equality debate to highlight 
dominating sexism (Meyers, 2013). 
Gill and Scharff (2011) discuss the influence of migrant women on cultural 
stereotypes. Particularly, the question of Muslim migrants (as a self-chosen identity) is 
becoming more and more acute to the European Union and Western world as a whole 
(Gill & Scharff, 2011). Muslim women often find themselves being seen as a threat and 
DV\PERORI2WKHUQHVVDQGWKH\IHHOSUHVVXUHG³WRSRVLWLRQWKHPVHOYHVYLV-à-vis shared 
values in order to prove they can be legitimate members oIWKHVRFLHW\WKH\OLYHLQ´*LOO
& Scharff, 2011: 230). It is further suggested that European governments are stressing 
the importance of shared values for the process of integration and citizenship 
acquisition. In this way, Gill and Scharff (2011) argue, European society finds itself 
split into two ± ILUVW³QDWLYH´QRQ-migrant) citizens already in possession of the shared 
values and second, migrants who are expected and required to demonstrate that they 
share these values as well. Non-migrant citizens therefore find themselves in a position 
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not only to judge whether migrants are displaying the same commitment to common 
values, but also to evaluate and create hurdles on the road to migrant`s integration (Gill 
& Scharff, 2011). 
Researchers describe an interesting phenomenon concerned with stereotyping 
and migrant Muslim women (Ahmed, 2001; Gill & Scharff, 2011). Women migrating to 
Europe from Middle Eastern countries are often perceived as individuals trying to 
escape gender inequality and oppression while looking for the safe haven of the 
Western world. However, it turns out that once they arrive and start a long integration 
journey, migrant Muslim women find themselves being discriminated against on the 
basis of culture, religion and gender (Gill & Scharff, 2011). These women find 
WKHPVHOYHVLQWKHVLWXDWLRQRILQHTXDOLW\RQFHDJDLQ³:KLOHIRUPDQ\RIWKHPWKH
migration project was motivated by the wish to escape particular forms of gendered 
control and enable a wider choice of gendered lifestyles, it would be wrong to assume 
WKDWDIWHUPLJUDWLRQWKH\H[SHULHQFHGDSDUDGLVHRIJHQGHUHTXDOLW\´*LOO	6FKDUII
2011: 231). Therefore modern European society witnesses the shift of a paradigm from 
the pluralist orientation developed by the aim of moving towards multiculturalism, 
returning to a renewed emphasis on shared values and citizenship (Gill & Scharff, 
2011). 
3.5. Postfeminism as a transnational/ transcultural concept 
 
Dosekun (2015) argues that the majority of the postfeminist research has been 
focusing on the Western world alone, and therefore postfeminism is often perceived as a 
phenomenon developed and belonging to Western culture and values. As a result of this, 
Dosekun (2015) continues, both theoretical and empirical research has neglected 
understanding and studying postfeminism within its non-Western context. The 
researchers note that this tendency to westernise postfeminism is rooted within its 
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historical origin, as the notion evolved as a result of various liberal movements and 
second-wave feminism activities (Tasker & Negra, 2007). As already discussed within 
the present study, feminism has been criticised for promoting the rights and interests of 
middle class white heterosexual women (Spigel & McRobbie, 2007), and according to 
Dosekun (2015) postfeminism as a concept has been criticised for only looking at 
experiences of Western women, while ignoring the situation and exclusion of women 
around the globe.  
Butler (2013) has developed a comprehensive critique of the postfeminist 
concept, implying that its premises apply only to young, thin, attractive white girls. 
Based on this argument, both Butler (2013) and Dosekun (2015) argue that modern 
postfeminism excludes women of colour from its considerations. Dosekun (2015) 
argues that modern researchers should adopt a transnational approach towards 
postfeminism to account for differences in culture and social structure that exist 
between nations, and how these differences impact the experiences of women as well as 
discriminatory practices around the globe. Therefore, Dosekun (2015) suggests to view 
postfeminism as a transnational cultural phenomenon that may reach and affect women 
within different countries. 
In order to fill this existing research gap, Dosekun (2015) conducted an 
empirical study of female experiences in Nigeria, which demonstrated that the 
interviewed individuals also viewed themselves as subjects of postfeminism.  Dosekun 
(2015) along with other researchers (Hedge, 2011; Kaplan & Grewal, 1994) suggests 
that postfeminism should be viewed as a transnational notion. Dosekun (2015, p. 6) 
GHILQHVWUDQVQDWLRQDODVIROORZV³«WRGHVLJQDWHWKHPXOWLSOHDQGXQHYHQFXOWXUHV
practices, subjectivities, and so on that exceed and cross but do not thereby negate 
boundaries of nation-VWDWHDQGUHJLRQ´. According to Grewal (2005 as cited in Dosekun, 
2015), transnationalism is a complex phenomenon constructed through various 
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heterogeneous connections that may involve meanings, practices, commodities, people 
or capital. The connections and connectivity discussed by Grewal (2005 cited in 
Dosekun, 2015) may include commodity circuits, movements (e.g., migrations), 
activism, relations between states, media networks, etc. In the opinion of Dosekun 
SWRWKLQNWUDQVQDWLRQDOO\PHDQV³«WROLQN«WKHOLnes and clusters of power 
that do not respect local, national or regional borders, but traverse them and thereby 
FRPHWRFRQVWLWXWHRWKHUNLQGVRIERXQGDULHVDQGEHORQJLQJV´:LWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKH
postfeminist concept, transnational thinking is therefRUHFRQFHUQHGZLWK³«KRZDVDQ
entanglement of meanings, representations, sensibilities, practices, and commodities, 
post-feminism may discursively and materially cross borders, including those within our 
IHPLQLVWVFKRODUO\LPDJLQDULHV´'RVHNXQS. 7). 
Researchers such as Dosekun (2015) doubting whether postfeminism is a 
XQLYHUVDOFRQFHSWRUDSURGXFWRI:HVWHUQVRFLHW\GHVLJQHGIRU³ZKLWHJLUOVRQO\´RIWHQ
discuss the importance of the mechanism enabling such complex concepts to travel 
across borders. Indeed, understanding of the specific mechanism by which 
postfeminism can travel through world would enable the development of a certain 
answer regarding whether the concept is applicable outside the Western world. 
According to Dosekun (2015), such mechanisms as contemporary media channels and 
social media in general facilitate the diffusion of Western ideas and discourses to other 
countries. For instance, postfeminism is daily transnationalised via commodity 
exchange, various media outlets as well as consumer connectivities (Dosekun, 2015). 
Feminist scholars have identified and described the significant role of various media 
outlets and consumer discourses and practices that facilitate the spreading of 
postfeminism within the context of the Western world (Elias, 2013).  Dosekun (2015) 
emphasises that the same mechanisms are valid, and in fact, actively used to transfer 
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Western postfeminist ideas to the remainder of the world. This can be viewed as an 
inevitable consequence of the globalization process (Elias, 2013).  
Bradfield (2013) examines various media outlets and neoliberal, postfeminist 
and hybrid discourses within South African TV shows. The researcher uses Society, a 
popular miniseries aired by the South African Broadcasting Corporation on local public 
TV, as an illustration of how Western discourses cross borders and affect women 
elsewhere. The researcher discusses an episode where: 
 ³«,QQRD\RXQJWKLQDQGEHDXWLIXOEODFNZRPDQZKRVXSSOHPHQWVKHUOLPLWHGVDODU\
DVD³WHOHYLVLRQZHDWKHUJLUO´ZLWKJLIWVIURPZHDOWK\VXLWRUVLVSLFWXUHGLQKHUPHVV\
apartment surrounded by 67 pairs of designer shoes. Innot tries to take comfort from her 
SRVVHVVLRQVHYHQDVVKHHOXGHVKHUODQGORUGXQDEOHWRSD\KHUUHQW´%UDGILHOGS
25). 
The described piece utterly reminds us of the iconic series Sex and the City 
(aired between 1998 and 2004). The series Society is presenting the African dream, 
which highly resembles the American one, particularly due to the overemphasized focus 
on sexual representation, consumption-based lifestyle, etc. At the same time, as noted 
by Bradfield (2013), the show solely portrays black African women, takes place in 
Johannesburg (although also presents a rather glamorous setting), and makes numerous 
references to the complex context of the South African Republic, living in post-
apartheid era. In many ways, Society and its portrayal of young professional South 
African women closely resembles Western postfeminist discourses: the main character, 
Inno is free to make her life choices, and as a result finds herself dedicating her life to 
her career. She is also empowered and feels herself entitled to live a particular 
distinctive lifestyle, which can at least partially be described as luxurious. On the other 
hand, the show discusses a number of issues that have a major impact on the female 
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characters and their choices, however also portrays realities typical to South Africa, and 
not common in the Western world. Even though being a successful professional, Inno 
struggles to make ends meet, which indirectly demonstrates that South Africa at the 
moment is lacking a middle class (Bradfield, 2013). 
Thayer (2009) has conducted a study of the influence of neoliberalisation and 
feminist movements within the context of Brazil. According to the researcher, without a 
doubt, the country has been affected by Western movements and tendencies as far as 
culture, social and, most importantly, gender relations are concerned. However, Thayer 
(2009) warns against two possible scenarios of the spreading of phenomena such as 
feminism and postfeminism within a given cultural context. According to the first 
VFHQDULRWKHQHZLGHDVDQGGLVFRXUVHVPD\RQO\EHVSUHDGDPRQJDFHUWDLQ³HOLWH´WKDW
has an increased access to the original sources of the new ideas ± the Western world 
itself. The researcher argues, that even though most of the country`s citizens have 
access to media outlets, that are without a doubt affected by the spread of new ideas, 
they are still less likely to absorb these ideas and have them affect their lifestyle, when 
FRPSDUHGWRWKH³JHRJUDSKLFDOO\PRELOHHOLWHV´7KD\HUSZKLFKKDYHRSHQ
access to Western education as well as native carriers of the new frameworks and 
ideologies. This idea somewhat corresponds to the study conducted by Dosekun (2015), 
according to which most of the Lagos women constructing their entrepreneurial 
identities through postfeminist did indeed have access to foreign (although, important to 
note ± not always Western) education.  Similarly, the Middle Eastern Female Academic 
respondents who are the subject of this thesis will have had access to Western education 




Nevertheless, Thayer (2009) notes that this scenario that access to western 
discourses is only available to elite groups, may not always be the most likely one when 
discussing the diffusion of feminism, neoliberalism and postfeminism. While Thayer 
(2009) calls this elite-ZLGHJOREDOL]DWLRQD³UDSLVWVFULSW´(p.  367) noting that business 
and political elites are indeed more likely to gain access to the newest discourses 
through their closer interaction with the Western world, globalization slowly but surely 
penetrates the most remote communities, bringing a number of concepts, including 
neoliberalism, feminism and postfeminism to different groups. 
Hedges (2011) and Mankekar (2008) argue that media outlets and technological 
developments along with information channels all together create a global network, that 
allows even the most geographically distant subjects to construct their identities based 
on the non-local knowledge and information they absorb. Therefore, individuals around 
the world obtain an opportunity to consume new ideas, including those of postfeminism, 
and many women prefer to view and perceive themselves as cosmopolitan (Hedges, 
2011). 
According to the results of the empirical study conducted by Dosekun (2015) the 
women of Lagos chose to view themselves as postfeminist subjects. The researcher 
describes a few examples to illustrate it. For instance, the interviewed women adopt a 
particular dressing style which is very spectacular, yet not very comfortable. According 
to the results of the semi-structured interviews, these clothing ensembles are claimed by 
the female respondents to be a result of their own free choice. Dosekun states that 
S³7KH\LQVLVWWKDWWKH\GUHVVIRUDQGWRSOHDVHWKHPVHOYHVFHUWDLQO\QRW
men, and subject their appearance to intense self-scrutiny positing and experiencing 
EHDXW\DVSRZHU´,QWHUHVWLQJO\WKHLQWHUYLHZHGZRPHQDOVRKLJKOLJKWHGWKDWDVDQ
integral part of their personal development into career women they were investing in the 
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outfits and beauty procedures which according to Dosekun`s (2015) observations were 
rather expensive. Therefore, Lagos women perceive and position themselves as 
successful career women, free to make their own choices and entitled to the 
distinguished looks they can afford as professionals. Butler (2013) notes that a major 
boost for the transnationalisation of Western values is achieved through the 
popularisation of various iconic figures ± such as Beyonce, Kim Kardashian, etc. In line 
with this argument, Dosekun (2015) mentions that all of the interviewed Lagos women 
kept themselves up-to-date with the latest trends and postfeminist female icons. 
,QWHUHVWLQJO\WKHVHZRPHQFKDUDFWHULVHGWKHLUFORWKLQJVW\OHDV³JLUO\´DQGDOVRUHIHUUHG
WRWKHPVHOYHVDV³JLUOJLUOV´+RZHYHUWKH\IRXQGLWLPSRUWDQWWRGUDZDGLVWLQFWLRQ
between the traditional position of the female at home (i.e., cooking, cleaning, taking 
care of children), and their new status of stylish freedom (Dosekun, 2015).  
Dosekun (2015) further draws attention to the fact that the interviewed Lagos 
women position themselves as empowered. However, it is important to note that the 
group of women interviewed by the researcher are no ordinary or average Nigerian 
women, in contrast these are relatively successful ambitious women who strive to 
achieve their business goals, and often have pursued higher education abroad (Dosekun, 
2015). The researcher notes herself that these women, their position and perception of 
themselves is quite different from those of most of the local women. Therefore, 
although Dosekun (2015) makes a valid point regarding postfeminism being able to 
cross borders and influence women around the globe, its impact within the context of 
the UK versus Nigeria is hard to compare. The researcher also notes that she has 
discovered some significant qualifications within the narrative of independent 
consumerism-catered lifestyle of Lagos women.  Dosekun (2015) suggests that they are 
largely driven not only by empowerment and the notion of free choice, but also by the 
local hyper-moralized attitude towards gender. Therefore, behaviours and perceptions 
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that may resemble manifestations of postfeminism, may not always be postfeminist in 
their nature with respondents making a differentiation between their earned and 
purchased glamour from work and that of women who create glamorous identities 
funded by male partners.  As an example, Dosekun (2015) uses the story of Lagos 
women who spend considerable amounts of money on their luxurious looks, therefore 
resembling the empowered consumeristic attitude of their Western counterparts. 
However, young local women who live the same lifestyle but instead of using their own 
HDUQHGPRQH\VSHQGPRQH\JLYHQWRWKHPE\WKHLU³VSRQVRUV´DUHFRQGHPQHGDQG
criticised. According to Dosekun (2015) this negative attitude towards such young 
women by the interviewed Lagos women is caused by their pursuit of sexual 
respectability, as well as postfeminist notions of free choice or empowerment. 
Therefore, as argued by Saunders et al. (2011) complex social phenomena should be 
understood and studied only within their social context.  Thus, when approaching 
SRVWIHPLQLVPDVDWUDQVQDWLRQDOFXOWXUHZKLFK³WUDYHOV´DWWHQWLRQPXVWEHGLUHFWHGDW
how it interacts with the local context.  
In line with the argument, presented by Dosekun (2015), Bradfield (2013) 
suggests that the histories and trajectories of postfeminism around the world, for 
example, within the context of the South African Republic, do not identically match 
those of the UK, or the US. At the same time, according to Bradfield (2013), the South 
African media demonstrates a tendency towards a highly similar postfeminist sensibility 
in regard to women characters and lifestyle. Odhiambo (2008) demonstrates how  local 
highly popular magazines such as True Love and Drum, consider femininity as an 
important property of the female body, and draw attention to such processes as the 
subjectification of women, using as an illustration beauty queens and beauty pageant 




globalizing forces of neoliberalism and postfeminism predict a global orientation 
toward the homogenized objectives of the autonomous individual consumer 
sovereignty, and the pursuit of corporaWHSURILWDELOLW\E\DQ\PHDQV´+RZHYHUYDULRXV
factors, such as local demands, traditions, moral requirements, have a power to 
significantly alter and transform how a cultural phenomenon such as postfeminism is 
taken up, in order to be able to speak to the needs and wants of a viewer from a given 
region or ethnicity (Bradfield, 2013; Dosekun, 2015). In this regard, both Bradfield 
(2013) and Kraidy (1991) discuss the notion of glocalisation ± the engagement of local 
and global, which results in the production of hybrid (postfeminist) identities. 
$FFRUGLQJWR*LXOLDQRWWLDQG5REHUWVRQSJORFDOL]DWLRQLV³«WKHDJHQF\
of quotidian social actors in critically engaging with and transforming global cultural 
phenomena in accordance with perceived local cultural needs as well as values and 
EHOLHIV´7KHSURSRVHGGHILQLWLRQSRLQWVWRZDUGVWKHLPSRUWDQFHRILQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQ
the process of globalisations as well as various artefacts, such as demands of local 
audiences, and characteristics of the local industries (Bradfield, 2013). The above-
mentioned TV series, Society, presents a typical postfeminist discourse of a female 
hero, Beth, who is a professional young woman, pursuing a consumerism-oriented 
lifestyle. The show emphasizes her independence, free choice and empowerment, 
typical premises of postfeminism, however gives it a local, national spin ± one which 
frowns on her gay identity leaving her traumatised after losing her job and position. 
Bradfield (2013) points out that although postfeminism as a discursive formation can 
have a major impact in non-Western contexts, local preferences, traditions and routines 
seem to have an equal, or at times even greater effect. Beth can only achieve happiness 
through putting communal above individual interests, and by going back to traditional 
ways (e.g., church and religion, being in touch with community and family). Therefore, 
it can be concluded that although postfeminism appears to be a transnational notion, 
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local tendencies, traditions, people`s expectations and culture seem to have a major 
effect on how the Western message is transformed to adopt to the local demands. 
Postfeminism as a transnational concept has also been discussed by Thornham 
and Pengpeng (2010) within the context of Chinese culture and media. The researchers 
point out that although local media outlets, such as magazines, seem to include some 
postfeminist ideas, they are not quite embracing the concept. Although Thornham and 
Pengpeng (2010) demonstrate the transnational nature of postfeminism, they also stress 
that local manifestations and applications of it are much more complex to study and 
understand due to local specifics. For instance, the idea of feminism in China differs 
from that in the Western world. Thornham and Pengpeng (2010) note that the entire 
FDWHJRU\³ZRPDQ´ZKLFKRULJLQDWHGLQ&KLQDRQO\DIWHUKLVWRULFDOUHYROXWLRQDU\HYHQWV
$IWHUWKHZRUG³IXQX´EHFDPHZLGHO\DFFHSWHGDQGXVHGDQGLWVWRRGIRU
describing a woman as a political and social category (Thornham & Pengpeng, 2010). 
Calas and Smircich (2006) have pointed out at the importance of linguistic concepts for 
various feminism movements and theories, and the example of China discussed by 
Thornham and Pengpeng (2010) illustrates it. Thornham and Pengpeng (2010) further 
argue that within the Chinese cultural context gender liberation or equality was more 
associated with gender neutrality, proclaimed by the established regime. It is therefore 
logical to assume that Western media which finds its way into Chine is perceived by 
Chinese women differently from how the Westerners see it. Partially this is because of 
the emphasis put on the concept of gender and gender roles, and various types of female 
identities emphasized by the Western media (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2009). 
The present study will also recruit the postfeminism sensibility, and particularly 
its transnationality, when exploring the MEFA`s identity work. The study therefore 
assumes that professional MEFA women employed by UK academic institutions have 
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access to Western media, and postfeminist ideas, not only while they are living and 
working in the UK but also within their original home environment through media and 
communication channels. At the same time, the present study also assumes that, 
similarly to the case study of China discussed by Thornham and Pengpeng (2010), 
Middle Eastern cultural values which respondents are exposed to through family and 
visits to Middle Eastern countries will have an important effect on how professional 
women see themselves and interpret their professional and personal experiences within 
the UK academy.  As such this PhD research will consider the relationship between 
postfeminism and transnationality within the accounts of the academic respondents 
living and working within the UK. 
3.6. Using postfeminism as a critical concept   
 
The present thesis adopts postfeminism as a critical lens to better understand 
professional and personal experiences of MEFAs who may face discriminatory 
practices, but similarly to other females employed within academe (Morrison et al., 
2005), deny their existence. A number of researchers have successfully recruited 
postfeminism as a concept to conducted gender research within the higher educational 
institutions (Webber, 2005; Morrison et al., 2005). Although empirical evidence 
suggests otherwise (Baggilhole, 1993), there exists rhetoric among the UK 
undergraduate students (Webber, 2005) as well as female scientists (Morrison et al., 
2005), according to which, gender inequality are a matter of the past, and discriminatory 
practices in relation to women do not exist or are extremely rare, and therefore do not 
need to be addressed. Webber (2005) suggests to view such practices as a coping 
mechanism which helps professional females, whether they are undergraduate students 
or full-time Professors, exist and develop within the environment which still creates a 
number of serious threats and obstacles for female professionals.  This coping 
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mechanism was also described as characteristic to the postfeminist milieu (Webber, 
2005). In line with these considerations, postfeminist framework has been adopted as 
the most appropriate to document and understand complex narratives of MEFA`s which 
may contradict reality concerning their professional position and gender. 
Researchers such as Lewis (2014) and Gill et al (2016) advise to use 
postfeminism to critically study women`s professional experiences. Lewis (2014) 
argues that the notion of femininity has been relatively neglected (compared to 
masculinity) in the Gender and Organization Studies field. Understanding femininity in 
the work-related context and the view of women as a diverse and heterogeneous group 
improves current understanding of challenges they encounter at work. Studies of 
ZRPHQ¶VSURIHVVLRQDOH[SHULHQFHVDUHFUXFLDODV using postfeminism as a critical 
concept can help explain a number of interesting phenomena taking place in different 
professional environments. Kelan (2009) has explored the ICT sector and how women 
employees experience discrimination within it. Despite the fact that modern 
professional organisations are often perceived and presented as gender neutral, 
empirical evidence suggests that women are often experiencing various incidents of 
oppression and discrimination. Despite that, Kelan (2009) reports, women reported the 
incidents as rare and not something that has to be combated on the organisational level. 
Instead, interviewed women perceived incidents of discrimination as their individual 
problems they had to solve themselves. Kelan (2009) and Lewis (2014) argue that these 
experiences are characteristic of a postfeminist work climate where women choose to 
view themselves as equal to male colleagues and prefer to ignore existing sources and 
cases of gender inequality. Accepting and discussing the issues of gender inequality, 
they think, will put them into a disadvantaged position compared to men.  




attention to the kinds of organisational subjects women (and men) are being asked to 
become, such as the new ideal manager characterized by a feminine ethos manifest in a 
UDQJHRIPDQDJHULDODWWULEXWHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKIHPLQLQLW\´/HZLV7KH
concept can also largely contribute to understandings of femininity, particularly a 
reconfigured femininity, in the context of the modern professional environment.  
Approaching postfeminism as a transnational concept as discussed above, can provide 
extra dimensions to the analysis of persistent gender inequalities and emerging feminine 
identities.  In arguing for the use of postfeminism as a critical concept within the 
Gender and Organization Studies field, Lewis (2014) developed the notion of 
entrepreneurial femininity and depicted four different entrepreneurial femininities:  
individualized, relational, maternal and excessive. This diversity is useful as it allows 
for diversity among a group of women , exploring how postfeminist discourses can be 
taken up differently by different women, giving rise to the notion of femininities ± for 
Lewis (2014) entrepreneurial femininities, within this study academic femininities. 
Lewis (2014) views individualized entrepreneurship femininity as the dominating one, 
that is potentially open to challenge from the maternal femininity within a postfeminist 
gender UHJLPH/HZLVQRWHV³DFFHVVWRDQ\SDUWLFXODUHQWUHSUHQHXULDO
femininity is influenced by the structural position of individual women in terms of class, 
HWKQLFLW\UDFHDJHVH[XDOLW\DQGRWKHUIRUPVRIVRFLDOGLIIHUHQFH´ 
The academic environment is currently a tabula rasa in regards to existing forms 
of professional femininity adopted by professional women.  The academy differs 
significantly from the business environment and therefore provides an interesting 
research site to further explore the notion of postfeminist femininities within a work 
environment. Finally, in drawing on postfeminism to read the work experiences 
accounts of Middle Eastern Female Academics, we have emphasized above that we are 
not treating the notion of postfeminism as a theoretical perspective.  As such we have 
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rejected the version of postfeminism which interprets this cultural phenomenon as 
feminism within poststructuralist theory. Nevertheless, while postfeminism is not being 
treated as part of poststructuralist feminism, it is important to note that in drawing on 
the version of postfeminism as a discursive formation to explore the work experiences 
accounts of Middle Eastern Female Academics, our use of it will be underpinned by 
poststructuralist principles.  What this means is that the focus of the data analysis is on 
how respondents draw on postfeminist discourses and what identities (academic 
femininities) they construct out of the postfeminist discourses they bring into play in 
their everyday working lives. 
3.7. Conclusions 
 
The current chapter has provided an overview of some of the terminology and 
the version of postfeminism that is being used in the thesis. The chapter began with a 
review of the feminist perspectives prevalent within the Gender and Organization 
Studies field and how the dominant perspective approach relates to postfeminism 
understood as a discursive formation. As part of this an explanation has been provided 
as to why the theoretical interpretation of postfeminism, where it is treated as a 
perspective, is not being used in this thesis.  Following this, a detailed discussion of the 
phenomenon of postfeminism is provided outlining the various interpretations of this 
phenomenon, the interpretation adopted in this research and the dimensions of 
postIHPLQLVPLQGLYLGXDOLVPFKRLFHDQGHPSRZHUPHQWµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHDQG
retreatism) which are relevant for our analysis of how MEFAs account for their 
academic work experiences. The concept has been further adjusted by adding a notion 
of transnationality, particularly the focus on ethnic background and its interplay with 
another key status ± gender. The chapter concludes that postfeminism is a powerful 
transnational concept that can be used to analyse the modern day experiences of 
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This chapter presents an outline of the research methodology and philosophical 
orientation underpinning this study. As a starting point to this, it is helpful to remind the 
readers of this present study that the research is exploring the interaction between 
individual Middle Eastern Female Academics and the wider cultural (gender) 
environment ± understood here as the discursive formation of postfeminism. As 
discussed in chapter 3, the analysis will focus on how respondents draw on the 
discourses of postfeminism when talking about their academic careers. This focus is 
adopted as a means of understanding the positive accounts presented by the respondents 
of their work experiences in British universities despite the extensively recorded gender 
disparities prevalent in these organizations. Taking this into account the philosophical 
orientation of this study is social constructionist as it is concerned with the 
interrelationship between the individual acts of female academics (e.g. responses to 
issues of gender in the academy) and the socio-culture environment connected to gender 
(postfeminism) through which their responses are recursively reproduced. In other 
words, how the female academics in this study talk about their work experiences and the 
gender issues attached to these is an expression of the relationship they have to the 
postfeminist gender culture they are located in.  As Middle Eastern female academics 
situated in the discursive formation of postfeminism in the UK, their talk about their 
work experiences in the academy is influenced by this gender context (Fletcher, 2007). 
The researcher has chosen to use a qualitative interview study to explore the 
social relationships with the cultural context surrounding the issue of ethnic minority 
ZRPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHZLWKLQWKH8.DFDGHPLD$VZHOODVGLVFXVVLQJWKHVRFLDO
constructionist research philosophy underpinning the research, the chapter will outline 
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elements of the research design including the construction of the sample and design of 
the interview guide ± details of how the participants were approached and interviewed 
are provided. The researcher reveals considerations concerning insider/ outsider 
experiences when approaching Middle Eastern Female Academics, as well as some of 
the encountered difficulties. The chapter concludes with a consideration of the research 
limitations and ethical issues encountered during the course of the study. 
4.2. Research Philosophy 
 
Research philosophy, according to Holden and Lynch (2004), is a very broad 
term that concerns the process of knowledge development and interpretation. The 
adopted research philosophy assumes a certain way the researcher views the world. 
These assumptions have a significant impact on choice of appropriate methodology and 
overall research strategy and data interpretation. Holden and Lynch (2004) argue that it 
is important for researchers to be able to defend their choice of philosophical paradigm 
and toolkit, after critically considering alternatives to their chosen approach (Johnson & 
Clark, 2006). 





approach to research, it is at this point in time, well established within organization 
studies research particularly for those researchers utilizing qualitative methods.  
)OHWFKHUSRLQWVRXWWKDWVRPHWLPHVWKHODEHOµVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQLVW¶LVXVHG





FRQWULEXWLQJWRWKHVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQRIUHDOLW\¶4XDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFh which is 
underpinned by social constructionism should aim to be interpretively and relationally 
aware when analysing the accounts ± here gender accounts ± of the respondents.  This 
means that for this present research, attention should be directed at the interrelationship 
between the individual accounts of academic work experiences provided by the 
respondents and the socio-cultural gender environment ± understood here as 
postfeminism - that they are located in (Fletcher, 2007).   
In considering this particular philosophical position Fletcher (2006, 2007) states 
that it is often the case that the terms constructivism and constructionism are used 
interchangeably and argues that a differentiation should be made between them.  While 
social constructivism is concerned with how individuals mentally construct their world 
by drawing on cultural norms and practices and privileging individual, subject knowing; 
social constructionism directs attention at how individuals know the world and construct 
themselves in interaction via relationships, exchange of information, dialogue and 
FROODERUDWLRQµ/LNHFRQVWUXFWLYLVPVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQLVWLGHDVHPSKDVL]HLQGLYLGXDOV
as social beings but attention is given to the relational (emphasis in original) rather than 
the cognitive (emphasis in original) aspects of social becoming (Fletcher,2007: 167).  
Fletcher (2007) further argues that in researching a particular set of social activities, 
analysis should go further than claiming that these activities are socially constructed or 
located, attention should also be directed at questions of how, why and in what ways are 
particular actions socially constructed.  Social constructionism emphasises that all 
aspects of social life are relational and connected to particular expressions of 
relationships.  As such social life is always emerging and becoming.  While this 
SRVLWLRQGRHVQRWGHQ\DQµH[WHUQDO¶UHDOLW\LWGRHVDVNTXHVWLRQVDERXWWKHZD\WKDW
reality is constructed such as how did this construction emerge, what are the 
consequences of this construction, and who benefits from this construction? 
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Thorpe (2008) argues that the social constructionist approach is highly diverse 
and complex, and can take a number of flexible forms. Most importantly, the 
experiences of the 20 participants were not viewed outside of what is already known 
about the position of professional women within the UK academia (e.g., presence of 
structural and institutional barriers). It is also important to mention that the researcher 
has also accounted for their ethnic background (e.g., importance and presence of 
extended family). This consideration is in line with that voiced by Thorpe (2008), who 
argues that collected data should not be viewed separately from what we already know 
about the surrounding world, as some sort of objective entity.  
It is also critical to mention that such issues as generalisation of the obtained 
data and overall high objectivity were not central to the present research. As pointed out 
by Thorpe, social constructionism as a paradigm, unlike that of positivism, does not aim 
for a high level of generalisability of the obtained data. Instead, the goal of the 
researcher was to gain deep insight into the professional and personal experiences of 
MEFAs in UK universities, and how they draw on the discourses of postfeminism to 
interpret and account for them.   
4.2.2 Qualitative research 
 
&UHVZHOOGHILQHVTXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKDV³$QLQTXLU\SURFHVVRI
understanding based on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a 
social or human problem. The researcher builds a complex holistic picture, analyses 
ZRUGVUHSRUWVGHWDLOHGYLHZVRILQIRUPDQWVDQGFRQGXFWVWKHVWXG\LQDQDWXUDOVHWWLQJ´
Qualitative research often requires the researcher to be open and interested in the 
SDUWLFLSDQW¶VSHUVSHFWLYHRQWhe discussed issue. The present study has adopted the 
qualitative approach in line with the chosen paradigm, social constructionism. 
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social world is interpreted, understoRGH[SHULHQFHGDQGSURGXFHG´4XDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFK
highlights the importance of understanding people`s perception and construction of their 
lives in a meaningful way through social interactions, and interpreting these processes 
and experiences in the chosen context of the social world.  
4.3 Sample Construction 
 
4.3.1 Group Selection: Why Middle Eastern, Why Academics? 
 
There were a number of reasons underlying the choice of selected population. 
When choosing to focus on MEFAs, the researcher was guided by academic and 
personal reasons. First of all, Middle Eastern professional women in the West in general 
and employees of academia in particular, remain understudied and poorly understood. 
The literature regarding gender discrimination in academia often focuses on ethnic 
minorities, however much of the research is done on African-American female 
academics (Tofler et al., 1987; Gilmore, 1996). Studying Middle Eastern women offers 
a number of unique opportunities for the study of gender issues in the academy. For 
instance, many of them have migrated from countries that are less tolerant of gender 
equality rights, particularly in the academic environment. Women finding their 
academic career path in the UK, possibly, expect equal opportunities and rights with 
their male counterparts. As it is known, in reality gender discrimination still exists in the 
West, and therefore this drastic difference and contrast between past and present, 
expectations and reality creates an interesting social context, that has not been 
investigated (Dosekun, 2015). Focusing on a specific ethnic minority, Middle Eastern 
women, adds originality and novelty to the research. The present study is also important 
from a political and social perspective. The current crisis in the Middle East has caused 
a major wave of immigration, and it is safe to assume that ethnic minorities in the UK 
will become more common. It is important to understand the experiences of migrant 
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employees in order to help resolve existing problems caused by gender or ethnic 
inequalities and develop understanding that will be supportive of further integration of 
ethnic minority representatives and their effective collaboration with the ethnic majority 
(Gilmore, 1996). The researcher of the present study is of Middle Eastern origin 
himself, and investigating ethnicities close to his own were expected to provide 
additional benefit as far as understanding cultural differences and obtaining easy access 
to participants.  In what follows, the researcher will outline the sampling process and 
the limitations attached to the adopted sampling procedures considering their impact on 
the research. 
4.3.2 Sampling Technique, Access and Data Collection 
 
The present study has adopted the technique of purposive sampling in order to 
select the population for the study. Devers and Frankell (2000) discuss the approach as a 
type of non-probability sampling which relies on using the critical case sampling. This 
type of sampling is usually used when the target population, just like in the case of the 
present research, is very small (Devers & Frankell, 2000). As pointed out by Mason 
(2010), within the context of qualitative studies resorting to a small sample size is quite 
common.  According to Mason (2010) adopting a small purposive sample within 
qualitative research has useful research benefits because occurrence of a specific data 
piece or pattern, or theme is all that is necessary for researchers to make sense of 
collected data, while frequencies of a specific response are rarely valuable. This can be 
explained by the fact that qualitative research in general is not concerned with making 
statements that can be extrapolated on to a larger sample, unlike positivist-based 
quantitative studies. On the contrary, qualitative research aims to understand reasons 
and underlying forces behind complex phenomena (Mason, 2010). Finally, as discussed 
by Mason (2010) and Easterby-Smith et al. (2012), qualitative research, particularly 
studies which are like the current one based on in-depth interviews, is very labour 
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intensive, and therefore dedicating time to collection and analysis of large sample-based 
data is often simply not feasible or practical (Mason, 2010). Based on these 
considerations and the overall rarity of the studied population (MEFAs employed within 
the UK universities), the researcher has adopted a purposive sampling approach and in 
what follows the researcher will outline how this approach was implemented. 
The first task was to identify the population of MEFAs.  When the researcher 
tried to identify an appropriate population of MEFAs employed by UK universities 
from which to draw a sample of respondents, 107 individuals were identified suggesting 
a relatively low abundance of Middle Eastern academic women in the UK.  It is 
important to point out that the researcher used a subjective approach when trying to 
identify the potential study participants i.e. due to lack of alternatives, he searched for 
respondents by their first and last names. This approach is prone to flaws, as the MEFAs 
that might have changed their names due to marriage or other circumstances were 
missed. The researcher conducted an exhaustive search of the websites of all 
Universities in the UK with the aim of identifying female academics with Middle 
Eastern names.  The researcher also contacted administrators of the universities 
regarding the availability of demographic data regarding ethnicity. The demographic 
data was willingly shared with the researcher however it lacked information regarding 
ethnicity of the staff. When filling in forms, the employees are asked to identify their 
ethnicity, however the request is optional and most of the employees choose not to 
reveal this information.  Using the search strategy of reviewing websites for the most 
part proved successful and in total 107 potential research participants were identified. 
Once the female academics were identified as Middle Eastern, they were contacted 
through publicly displayed email addresses and requested to participate in the study 
using the email template (see Appendix 1). The researcher obtained four types of 
responses after sending emails to the 107 potential respondents as follows:  
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³,DPQRW0LGGOH(DVWHUQ´ (typically from an individual of a different ethnic 
origin but who has a Middle Eastern name) ± 6 responses;  
³VRUU\,DPEXV\*RRGOXFNZLWK\RXUUHVHDUFK´- 27 responses;  
³<HVOHWCVPHHW´- 20 interviews (see Table 4);  
(4) No Response ± 54 individuals 
Overall the sample construction approach outlined above based on first and last 
name identification provided 20 respondents who came from the following countries: 
Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Morocco, Sudan, and Turkey.  The majority of this 
group contained respondents who moved to the UK at an early age with a small number 
being more recent immigrants. The sample therefore contained female academics who 
were either born in the UK, moved to the UK as children with their parents or moved to 
the UK at college age and made a decision to stay. Most of the interviewed women were 
UK citizens, while a minority were not.  Excluding the six respondents who said they 
are not Middle Eastern, this sampling procedure yielded a response rate of 20%. 
As pointed out by Creswell (2009) sample population and sampling techniques 
have an important effect on data validity and reliability, therefore it is necessary to 
discuss the consequences of the chosen sampling approach and the obtained sample size 
for the outcomes of the present thesis. Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) discuss two types of 
access related issues the researcher has to consider when planning an empirical study. 
These types refer to formal access (obtaining permit from management to collect 
primary data) and informal access (an opportunity to get in touch with prospective study 
participants) (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). In line with arguments by Easterby-Smith et 
al. (2002), the researcher has encountered significant difficulties when trying to gain 
informal access to MEFAs employed within the UK academy as the result of which 
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only 20 out of 101 contacted female academics who saw themselves as Middle Eastern 
were recruited to participate in the in-depth interviews. The following may be the 
reasons for the low response rate. As pointed out by Creswell (2009) and Easterby-
Smith et al. (2002), when a researcher tries to access prospective participants via cold 
calling (as it has been conducted within the present study), the latter makes two key 
decisions: (1) is the issue worth his/ her attention; (2) if the study takes place during 
work hours would participation in it be viewed positively by the prospective 
respondent`s management. The following factors often have a strong influence on the 
individual`s decision to participate or not participate in the study: 
x How much time is required to participate in the study?; 
x Is the topic of the research acceptable or not (e.g. sensitive topics)?; 
x Does an individual/ institution initiating the contact have a good 
reputation? (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). 
When establishing an initial contact the researcher has provided the prospective 
participants with the information concerning (a) the purpose of study; (b) time/ 
resources required to spend if the participant agrees to take part in the study; (c) 
possible contribution to the existing body of knowledge. For instance, the researcher has 
mentioned that participation in an in-depth interview will require 30 ± 60 minutes from 
the prospective participant. The researcher believes that the rather low response rate 
(20%) can be explained by the sensitivity of the chosen topic and the outsider effect ± 
an interviewer being a male of Middle Eastern origin. Although cold calling, as argued 
by Creswell (2009), is often a rather ineffective approach to recruit participants of in-
depth studies, no other approach was available to the researcher at the moment when the 
collection of data took place. For example, networking and contacting professional 
associations, were not available options as the researcher, his supervisors and colleagues 
had no established connections with MEFAs and no professional associations 
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representing this group of academics existed in the UK at the moment when the study 
took place. Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) discuss the issue of reciprocity as an important 
factor which fuels primary data driven research. According to this principle, prospective 
study participants are more inclined to dedicate their time to contribute to the study if 
they expect something in return (e.g. political support, promotion, new business ties, 
etc.) (Creswell, 2009; Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). The researcher as a PhD student did 
not have anything to offer to prospective participants, and the interviews were largely of 
more benefit to him than to the respondents themselves. The discussed factors may have 
created significant obstacles that resulted in a rather low MEFA participation rate. 
Following implementation of the adopted sampling procedure, 20% of the 
approached academics who self-identified as Middle Eastern agreed to participate in the 
study and be interviewed. The response rate can therefore be characterised as being on 
the low side. Given that the total number of Middle Eastern Female academics working 
in the UK universities is overall quite low, and the number of participants who agreed to 
be interviewed is also low, consideration has to be given to the consequences of the 
small sample size for the research as the low number of respondents could be seen as a 
limitation on research. The researcher did wonder whether his gender and ethnicity i.e. a 
Middle Eastern man acted as a deterrent to participation in the research. Even among 
those who did agree to participate there was at times a reluctance to address certain 
issues. The respondents might have viewed the interviewer with a certain degree of 
hostility caused by the fact that he originates from the same region, where the matter of 
female rights is a very sensitive topic. These considerations might explain the low 
response rate. Groves and Peitcheva (2008) point out that most of the empirical research 
that is carried out involving responses from a sample population relies on the 
assumption that 100% of the contacted individuals have granted agreement to 
participate in the study. Although this is especially true for quantitative survey- based 
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studies, it is also relevant to qualitative research. Seeking high response rate is 
associated with high costs (time, money, etc.) and is sometimes not feasible due to other 
considerations e.g. a small population of potential respondents as is the case in this 
study.  Therefore a researcher may conduct a study based on a limited sample size 
connected to a high non-response rate (de Leeuw & de Heer, 2002). Groves and 
Peitcheva (2008) argue that a high non-response rate may lead to a high level of bias 
within the obtained results. For instance, in the context of the present study such bias 
could potentially resulted in unequal representations of some groups of MEFAs. 
Hypothetically, such groups could be MEFAs having successful careers, MEFAs not 
encountering institutional barriers on their career path, MEFAs occupying high-rank 
positions versus MEFAs struggling with their careers, MEFAs encountering incidents of 
institutional racism or gender discriminatory practices, MEFAs occupying relatively 
low-rank positions within the UK academe. While it can be assumed that the first three 
groups would participate more willingly, the remaining three may have been more 
reluctant to agree to be interviewed on such a sensitive topic. As a result of such 
potential bias, the researcher may have mostly obtained answers from MEFAs who are 
relatively more successful in their current occupation, or MEFAs who encounter 
relatively low number of gender discriminatory practices, or do not encounter them at 
all within the context of the UK academe. This would also explain why, when the 
researcher has expected to encounter narratives of MEFAs depicting well-known gender 
issues existing within the UK academe, mostly non such narratives were identified, and 
instead the researcher has encountered MEFAs depicting their stories of success, 
independence, girl power and professional and personal success. On the other, hand the 
researcher argues that such identified contradiction is a result of presence of 
postfeminist discourse which modern professional women actively draw on when 




decision to participate, our theory predicts larger nonresponse rate biases on those 
LWHPV´7KHUHVHDUFKHUDUJXHVWKDWWKHWRSLFRIWKHLQWHUYLHZZKLFKZDVFRPPXQLFDWHG
to the identified potential interview participants may have been the factor which has 
contributed to a high non-response rate encountered within the scope of the present 
work. 
Table 4. The demographic data concerning the 20 interviewed MEFAs 
  
 
In order to exclude a possibility that current research has been negatively 
impacted by low response ratio, analysis of demographic data of MEFAs who agreed 
and refused to participate in the study has been conducted. First of all, all of the 
individuals who were contacted during the course of the research were divied into three 
Alias Origin Position Area of Study Marital Status Children
1 Aida Iran Professor Social Science Divorced Yes
2 Basma Lebanon Lecturer Social Science Single No
3 Durra Egypt lecturer Social Science Single No
4 Elham Egypt lecturer Social Science Married No
5 Fadia Lebanon Senior Lecturer Social Science Single No
6 Ghada Iran Lecturer Science Married No
7 Hadeel Egypt Lecturer Social Science Single No
8 Ibtisam Morocco Senior Lecturer Humanities Married Yes
9 Jamila Iran Senior Lecturer Art Married Yes
10 Latifa Iran Senior Lecturer Social Science Divorced No
11 Magda Iraq Professor Humanities Married Yes
12 Najat Egypt Lecturer Art Divorced No
13 Qamar Algeria Professor Humanities Married Yes
14 Razan Lebanon Lecturer Social Science Married Yes
15 Suraya Iran Lecturer Science Single No
16 Tara Turkey Senior Lecturer Social Science w/Partner No
17 Urooj Egypt Lecturer Social Science Married No
18 Widad Sudan Lecturer Art Married Yes
19 Yumna Lebanon Senior Lecturer Science Married Yes
20 Zainab Iraq Lecturer Humanities Married Yes
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groups: respondents who agreed to participate (20 individuls), respondents who refused 
to participate (27 individuals) and non-repsondents (54 individuals who have not replied 
to the initial email) (Table 5). The discussed three groups showed considerable 
similarity as far as their age (all mostly between 30 and 60 years of age), religious 
beliefs (mostly Muslims), and country of origin (mostly from Egypt, Iran and Iraq) 
(Table 5). There were also significant similarities as far as educational level of 
respondents and non-respondents (all ± Postgraduate Academics holding PhDs). 
Interview participants were mostly representatives with Social Sciencies Arts and 
Humanitarians backgrounds (85%), while only 15% of them had a background in 
Science. Individuals who refused to participate were also mostly from Social Sciencies 
Arts and Humanitarians backgrounds (67%). Similar pattern was observed among non-
respondents (69 versus 31%) (Table 5). Finally, concerning location of the universities, 
where MEFAs were employed, 60% of all of the interviewees were London-based. 
Individuals who refused to participate or did not respond to the email were also 
predominantly employed by one of the London-based universities: 67% and 65% 







Table 5: Comparison of study participants and individuals who did not respond or 
refused to participate in the study 
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Category Study Participants 
Non-Participants 
Refused to Participate Non-Respondents 
Number 20 27 54 
Age  Mostly 30-60 years old Mostly 30-60 years old Mostly 30-60 years old 
Religion Mostly Muslims        (Not definite) 
Mostly Muslims        
(Not definite) 
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 The conducted analysis of the sampling procedure demonstrates that the three 
sub-populations of MEFAs (study participants and those who did not respond or refused 
to participate) are highly similar in regard to their demographic characteristics. The 
researcher therefore makes an assumption that the findings from the sample of 20 
respondents does signal significant findings in relation to how MEFAs speak about their 
work experiences and is not simply due to small sample size.  Given the similarities 
between the respondents and non-respondents it is likely that a larger sample while 
providing further detail on how MEFAs speak about working in the academy, would not 
necessarily give rise to radically different insights concerning the accounts of the 
professional and personal experiences of MEFAs within the UK educational context. 
Another important issue relevant to the scope of the present study concerns 
reaching saturation point when conducting qualitative research (Mason, 2010). 
Although the researcher has interviewed a total of 20 MEFAs employed within different 
UK universities and originating from different Middle Eastern countries, after having 
interviewed 10 to 12 academic females, the researcher has started encountering similar 
narratives and themes. Moreover, Mason (2010) and Nelson (2016) argue that among 
various criteria determining the point of saturation (a moment within a given study 
when recruiting new participants does not render new insights on the research topic), 
heterogeneity of the total population and research goals of the study are key drivers 
determining how quickly or slowly the point of saturation will be achieved. Within the 
scope of the present study the researcher has interviewed a relatively homogenous group 
of MEFAs, and has established only three research questions, all concerned with 
experiences of MEFAs within the UK academic context. Therefore, in line with these 
criteria and researcher`s observations, the saturation point has been achieved around the 
time when the Respondent # 12 has been interviewed. In line with this argument, it can 
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be suggested that the sample size utilized within the present study is sufficient and 
appropriate to provide a valuable insight into the topic of research. 
4.4 Interviews, Interviewing and Interviewer Effect 
 
4.4.1 Interviews and shift in interviewing strategy 
 
As outlined in the introduction to this thesis, this research began with the 
DVVXPSWLRQWKDWLQWHUYLHZVZLWK0()$UHVSRQGHQWVZRXOGSURYLGHYDULRXV³WDOHV of 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQ´UHJDUGLQJWKHLUH[SHULHQFHVRI working in the British Academy, derived 
IURPWKHDXWKRU¶VUHDGLQJRIWKHH[LVWLQJOLWHUDWXUH  Given this, the first three to four 
interviews (in semi-structured format) were approached in the more conventional 
TXDOLWDWLYHZD\RIWUHDWLQJWKHLQWHUYLHZVDVDVLWHRI³H[FDYDWLRQ´ZKHUHE\WKURXJK
JRRGLQWHUYLHZWHFKQLTXHWKHUHVHDUFKHUZRXOG³XQHDUWK´LQIRUPDWLRQDQGHYLGHQFHRI
ongoing discrimination within the British university sector. These first interviews were 
understood by the researcher as a verbal exchange of information with the interviewer 
aiming to elicit information from the MEFA respondents by asking predetermined 
questions.  While the questions were developed prior to the interview (see Appendix 2), 
the intention was to build rapport with the respondents such that they would have the 
opportunity to elaborate and explore issues that they perceived as most important in 
regard to their work experiences (Cooper, 2010).  Understanding the interviews in these 
terms meant that a key challenge for the researcher would be to ensure that the 
academic respondents adhered to the main topic of the research but at the same time felt 
free to interrupt the course of discussion with their personal experiences and 
impressions (Brinkmann, 2014).   
In understanding the interviews in these terms, the researcher adopted the 
following approach when interviewing the first four academic respondents: at first the 
participants were asked the most simple questions (for example, those regarding 
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demographic data), that were easy to answer. This ensured that the interviewer had 
established a verbal and emotional contact with the respondents. Once the respondents 
KDYHSURYLGHGDQVZHUVWRWKH³HDV\´TXHVWLRQVDVHWRIPRUHFRPSOLcated ones was 
offered.  These included topics such as why they pursued graduate degrees and 
questions related to constraints based on gender, ethnicity, children and family life. The 
researcher has utilized the approach adopted by Soklaridis (2009) that advised to ask 
questions that concern sensitive or personal topics at the end of the discussion. Some 
respondents took time to open up or build a connection with the researcher, and 
therefore were more likely to provide comprehensive answers to sensitive questions at 
the end of the interview. )URPWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VSHUVSHFWLYHVensitive topics included the 
role of their ethnicity and gender in their career opportunities within UK universities, 
the ability to integrate into the workplace and their perception as women in the 
workplace. As expected from the knowledge obtained from reviewing the existing 
literature many women found it difficult to answer the question regarding combining 
family and work responsibilities. This appeared to be one of the sensitive topics due to a 
commonly experienced feeling of guilt that is caused by the challenges they experienced 
when trying to combine the multiple obligations that academic women experience on a 
daily basis. Some of the respondents had their own vision of the problems of gender 
inequality within the workplace, and instead of answering the prepared interview 
questions they often started explaining their understanding of the problem in general as 
well as its implications for them. When situations like this occurred, the researcher 
attempted to gently guide the participant towards personal experience and specific 
answers to the interview questions. 
However, the data gleaned from these first four interviews signalled that these 




range of choices open to them and strongly emphasised how their work experiences 
were influenced by their own decision-making and life choices.  This contradiction with 
the existing literature on gender and the academy surprised (and initially worried) the 
researcher.  This change from what was expected led him to not only reconsider the 
theoretical framing of the thesis but also led him to rethink how he should engage with 
the respondents when interviewing them.  As a Middle Eastern man coming from a 
traditional, conservative background, the researcher originally assumed that within a 
discriminatory context (according to the literature) he would orientate to the 
UHVSRQGHQWVLQDWUDGLWLRQDOO\SURWHFWLYHPDQQHUV\PSDWKLVLQJZLWKWKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶
difficulties.  However, this was not the case.  It was clear from these first four 
interviews that the female respondents did not see themselves as victims, did not need 
his sympathy and in contrast saw themselves as strong, choosing individuals in charge 
of their own destiny.  7KH0()$¶VUHVSRQVHVDQGVWDQFHLQWKHLQWHUYLHZVOHGWKH
researcher to direct attention at his own identity work (Cassells, 2005) while 
interviewing.  
4.4.2 Interviewer Identity Work and Effect 
 
The interviews were conducted between February and November 2015. The 
majority of the interviews with MEFAs were conducted in their academic offices 
located at their universities (17 participants) with three interviews being conducted in 
public areas such as libraries (1 participant) and study rooms (2 participants).  Twelve 
of the interviews were conducted in London-based universities and the remaining eight 
took place outside London.  The interviews lasted approximately one hour, and were 
organized around a number of questions and themes related to career choice. The 
shortest interview lasted nearly 40 minutes while the longest one lasted over an hour 
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and a half. Eighteen interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and for two 
interviews extensive notes were taken.   
During the course of all of the interviews and particularly following the first four 
interviews, the researcher continuously reflected on his identity as interviewer of these 
academic respondents.  These reflections were at first informed by the notion of insider/ 
outsider status of which there is an ongoing debate within the qualitative research 
literature regarding whether being an insider or outsider in relation to the chosen 
population is beneficial for the researcher and study in general (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; 
Acker, 2000). One side of the argument is that the insider researcher can access 
information more easily as their chosen population is more accepting and open due to 
their similar status. At the same time, the insider researcher is well aware of aspects of 
the topic (e.g. sensitivity of gender issues) which can be highly beneficial as it can help 
uncover hidden elements of the problem that are not obvious to outsider scholars. In this 
ongoing debate each side seems to possess an equal number of arguments. For instance, 
as noted by Dwyer and Buckle (2009), the insider status allows researchers to gain 
information quickly and be accepted by the population. Once the researcher is accepted 
by the sample, his/ her chances to obtain comprehensive data and in-depth information 
become significantly higher.  
The experience of the author of this thesis is somewhat similar to that discussed 
by Dwyer and Buckle (2009), whereby the researcher is part of the studied culture 
(Middle Eastern) but he is not a part of the group in study (Middle Eastern Women). 
Dwyer and Buckle (2009: 55) discuss three membership roles that qualitative 
researchers may engage intR³«DSHULSKHUDOPHPEHUUHVHDUFKHUVZKRGRQRW
participate in the core activities of sample studied (b) active member researchers, who 
become involved with the central activities of the sample without fully committing 
themselves to the members` values and goals; and (c) complete member researchers, 
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who are already members of the group or who become fully affiliated during the course 
RIWKHUHVHDUFK´7KHSUHVHQWUHVHDUFKUHVHPEOHVWKHILUVWPHWKRGRIUHVHDUFKHU
engagement: (a) peripheral member researchers, in that the author of this present study 
is not a woman but, being Middle Eastern himself, does have in-depth knowledge of 
Middle Eastern culture.   
As well as thinking about insider/outsider status, Mangione et al. (1992) argue 
that wording, probing and other types of behaviour during the interview may 
significantly affect the content of respondents` responses during the interview. Within 
the context of the present research, the interviewer has faced a number of challenges 
associated with engaging the respondents during the course of the interview and 
avoiding any behavioural signs that might have altered the provided information. For 
example, as pointed out by Fowler and Magnione (1990), an interviewer has to 
demonstrate interest in the respondent`s answers and his/her emotions in order to keep 
the respondent engaged from the beginning till the end of the conversation. At the same 
time, any type of behaviour or emotion (nodding, smiling, showing surprise) may be 
interpreted by the interviewee as a direct reaction to his/ her position regarding the 
question in focus (Dykema et al., 1997).  However, the impact of the interviewer goes 
much further than this. As a Middle Eastern man, the researcher assumed that his shared 
ethnic origin with the respondents including similar cultural characteristics, social 
background and norms of behaviour and etiquette would facilitate the interview 
discussion.   However, the researcher found that these shared characteristics did not 
always benefit the research.  The fact that he is male proved in some interviews to be a 
significant difference with the respondents requiring him to do significant amounts of 
interviewer identity work (Cassells, 2005) in relation to the power relations in the 
context of the interview and the wider power difference between Middle Eastern men 
and Middle Eastern women.   
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With regard to power relations in the interview there was a clear power 
difference between the respondent and the interviewer in that the MEFAs were in a 
more senior academic position to the researcher who was completing the research as a 
PhD student.  As academics, these respondents were well-versed in academic practices 
around PhD research, PhD supervision and PhD data collection and were able to make 
MXGJHPHQWVDERXWZKHWKHUWKHUHVHDUFKHUZDVD³JRRG´RU³EDG´LQWHUYLHZHU7KH
researcher was very conscious of this fact and sought to perform the rolHRI³FRPSHWHQW
UHVHDUFKHU´RQDQRQJRLQJEDVLV  He knew that he had to account for himself in research 
WHUPVWRWKHVHDFDGHPLFUHVSRQGHQWVDQGWKDWWKH\ZHUHLQDSRVLWLRQWR³WXUQ-the-WDEOHV´
RQKLPLIKLVSHUIRUPDQFHRI³FRPSHWHQWUHVHDUFKHU´GLGQRWDlways work (Cassells, 
2005; Learmonth, 2006).  On the other hand the power relations between the 
respondents and researcher varied when their gender was taken into account.  As a 
Middle Eastern man it is likely that the gender of the researcher impacted on the power 
relations of the interviews.  Oakley (2016) points out that interviewing female 
respondents has gradually become an important part of feminist and organisational 
studies, as it helps to better understand their experiences and perception. Interviewing 
women has also allowed researchers to challenge the existing dominance of the male 
perspective and masculine norms within scholarly literature (Oakley, 2016). Oakley 
points out that she personally had to challenge a number of well-established dogmas, 
VXFKDVDQHFHVVLW\WRHVWDEOLVKD³UDSSRUW´ZLWKWKHLQWHUYLHZHH2DNOH\S
She argues that her interviewees were always eager and enthusiastic when sharing their 
opinions and having a conversation with her. In contrast, during the course of the 
present study, the researcher has experienced a number of situations when MEFAs were 
not eager to discuss their knowledge and establishing rapport or connection was 
difficult.  When interviewing the MEFAs a number of situations occurred in which the 
interviewees would ask the researcher a question or seek his feedback concerning one of 
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the topics of the conversations that took place. Some of the examples of such questions 
DUH³'R\RXKDYHFKLOGUHQ"´³:KHUHDUH\RXRULJLQDOO\IURP"´2QHRIWKH
interviewees also wanted to know what was the researcher`s personal experience when 
combining professional responsibilities with his family commitments. According to the 
existing scholarly literature (Saunders et al., 2009; Easterby-Smith et al., 2014), the 
researcher should have avoided answering such questions, particularly the last ones. 
This is due to the fact that answering the question related to the topic of conversation 
could result in sharing a personal opinion, which in turn may create an interviewer 
effect and influence the answers of the respondent. However, Oakley (2016) and 
Alvesson (2003) point out that qualitative interviewing and interviewing females as a 
part of feminist research does not obey the standard rules and procedures. In line with 
their argument, the researcher had decided to consistently provide honest but short 
answers to the interviewees` questions, not fearing that this would compromise results 
of the conversations or bias data. The decision was made due to the fact, that answering 
the questions helped the researcher develop a more close relationship with the 
interviewees. 
Nevertheless, the researcher was conscious that at times his gender and the fact 
that he is a Middle Eastern man did become an issue when interviewing.  For example, 
during one of the interviews the researcher was asked by the interviewee if he was 
willing to allow his own daughters to make individualised choices regarding what they 
VWXG\ZKRWKH\PDUU\ZKHUHWKH\OLYHDQGLIKHZRXOG³DOORZWKHP´WRPRYHRXWRIWKe 
family home as young adults.  7KHUHVHDUFKHUDQVZHUHGDJHQXLQH³\HV´WRDOORIWKHVH
TXHVWLRQWKRXJKKHDGPLWWHGWKDWKHZRXOGQ¶WEHFRPSOHWHO\KDSS\DERXWWKHOHDYLQJ
home issue as a single young adult.  It was these type of questions which alerted the 
researcher to the power relations surrounding the interview and the need for him to 
perform an identity which aligned with and demonstrated understanding of their life 
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experiences and the context within which they made their choices.  It also made him 
aware that the interviewees were addressing him as much as he was addressing them 
and that both of them were equally constructing identities within the context of the 
interview.  As LearmonWKVXJJHVWVµ«LWLVSRVVLEOe to argue that for any 
JLYHQVHFWLRQRIDQLQWHUYLHZUHJDUGOHVVRIZKRPLJKWEHGRLQJWKH³SK\VLFDO´VSHDNLQJ
DWWKHWLPHWKH³VRXUFH´RIWKHWH[WEHFRPHVXQGHFLGDEOH± both participants are 
intimately implicated in its production.  Conventional boundaries that are taken for 
granted ± HYHQWKRVHDSSDUHQWO\IXQGDPHQWDORQHV«³RQHSHUVRQWKHLQWHUYLHZHU´DQG
³DQRWKHUSHUVRQRUSHUVRQVEHLQJLQWHUYLHZHGDUHGHFRQVWUXFWHG± they may not be as 
ILUPDVWKH\PLJKWILUVWDSSHDU´ 
4.4.3 Performative Effect 
 
Another potential consideration of the present study which has to be critically 
accessed concerns the performative effect of the interview. Cassell (2015) points out 
that the performative effect on conducting an interview is particularly important when 
conducting identity work process. As discussed within the scope of the previous 
chapters, identity work is an analytical process aiming to develop a sense of one`s 
identity (Alvesson, 2008). Due to the fact that identity should not be perceived as a 
static concept, but instead a dynamic and ongoing process (see Chapter 2), the question 
DULVHVUHJDUGLQJKRZ³LQWHUYLHZVHQWDLOLGHQWLW\ZRUNE\ERWKWKHLQWHUYLHZHUDQGWKH
LQWHUYLHZHH´&DVVHOOS)RULQVWDQFHZLWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHSUHVHQW
study, this has a following implication. When asked whether they have ever 
encountered any gender or ethnicity related issues within the UK academe, or know of 
any, many of the interviewed MEFAs answered that they have never encountered such 
incidents, or do not know of such happening to other female academics. Cassell (2015) 
argues that there are moments when during an empirical research, the interviewer has a 
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feeling or knows that when responding to the questions, the interviewees are not telling 
the µtruth¶. Similarly to the argument by Cassell (2015), within the incidents discussed 
above the researcher knew that the interviewees were not telling the µtruth¶. However, 
&DVVHOOGHYHORSVKHUDUJXPHQWIXUWKHU³«MXVWEHFDXVHVRPHRQHPD\QRWEH
telling the truth, this does not mean that what they say is not interesting for our 
UHVHDUFK´S5DSOH\DVFLWHGLQ&DVVHOODUJXHVWKDWLQVWHDGRIWU\LQJ
to understand whether an interviewee is telling truth at any given moment of the 
interview, it would be necessary to understand how both interviewee and interviewer 
interact to conduct identity work process. 
The topic of interview performative effect is closely intertwined with the issue 
RIUHIOH[LYLW\&DVVHOO+D\QHVSGHILQHVUHIOH[LYLW\DV³«DQ
awareness of the researcher`s role in the practice of research and the way this is 
influenced by the object of the research, enabling the researcher to acknowledge the 
ZD\LQZKLFKKHRUVKHDIIHFWVERWKWKHUHVHDUFKSURFHVVDQGRXWFRPHV´,QOLQHZLWKWhe 
definition provided by Haynes (2012), the researcher argues that it is important to 
acknowledge the possible mutual effect the researcher and the interviewed MEFAs have 
had on each other. Cassell (2015) makes a point that within the scope of organisational 
studies a number of factors have been discussed from a reflexivity position standpoint. 
For example, it has been acknowledged that gender has a strong impact on identity work 
and results of the interview. In addition to that, Cassell (2015) notes that it is well-
known that when the researcher interviews another researcher, this also has a strong 
impact on how both an interviewee and an interviewer make sense of the purpose, scope 
of the interview and its questions. In order to conduct the research from the standpoint 
of reflexive practice, the researcher has maintained a research diary. Within this diary a 
number of issues related to reflexivity were recorded. For instance, the researcher 
argues, as discussed above, that his gender had a strong impact on the outcomes of the 
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interview. In addition to that, as pointed out by Cassell (2015), the fact that the MEFAs 
were interviewed by the researcher has probably also affected the obtained narratives. 
 Feminist research, according to Dallimore (2000), has been heavily criticised 
IRUEHLQJZHDNUHJDUGLQJLWVYDOLGLW\'DOOLPRUHQRWHV³)HPLQLst researchers 
can effectively respond to these criticisms by reconceptualising issues of validity as 
they relate to feminist goals and research methodologies. Various issues of validity can 
EHDGGUHVVHGWKURXJKUHFRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQLQWHUPVRI³WUXVWZRUWKLQHVV´DQGE\
GHPRQVWUDWLQJWKH³DSSOLFDELOLW\´RIUHVHDUFKILQGLQJV´%\SHUIRUPLQJWKLV
reconceptualization, feminist researchers should demonstrate the rigor of their studies 
and utilize an action oriented approach that will allow to achieve ultimate goal: social 
change for women and emancipation (Dallimore, 2000). 
4.4.4. Sensitivity of a chosen topic 
 
The key limitation identified within the present study concerned the reluctance 
of some of the respondents to openly engage into the dialogue concerning a number of 
sensitive topics. Despite some of the interview approaches discussed above (e.g., 
starting a conversation with relatively general topics such as career plans or goals), 
some of the interviewed MEFAs viewed the topics related to gender and ethnicity 
within the context of their specific workplace inappropriate to openly discuss. Some of 
the interviewees have openly voiced their concern that they can be easily identified by 
their colleagues through the information provided regarding their research interests and 
ethnic origin. This concern has probably at least partially caused the low response rate 
when the potential participants were initially contacted via email. 
Lee (1993) argues that exploring sensitive topics is highly beneficial for society 
as a whole, as it allows to research the darkest corners of social issues and policies. At 
the same time addressing sensitive topics within the research context imposes a number 
163 
 
of limitations on the study itself: difficulties associated with obtaining data, participants 
being unwilling to openly share their opinion, etc. (Lee, 1993). Interestingly, Lee (1993, 
S³:KHUHUHVHDUFKLVWKUHDWHQLQJWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHUHVHDUFKHUDQGWKH
researched is likely to become hedged about with mistrust, concealment and 
GLVVLPXODWLRQ´ 
Lee (1993) further elaborates that research is perceived as threatening by the 
interviewee if it deals with areas of personal life, which can be stressful or private. The 
present study collected data through semi-structured interviews, which included 
questions related both to highly private and stressful aspects of the participants` private 
and professional lives. For instance, some of the participants have considered questions 
related to their identity or future family plans too sensitive and therefore their initial 
reaction can be characterised as defensive. In most of the cases, the researcher could 
overcome such reactions by changing the subject or double checking whether an 
interviewee was comfortable to answer the specific question. Most of the interviewees 
at least at one point of discussion became worried and openly voiced the concern that 
they can be easily identified based on shared stories, due to the overall uniqueness of 
their professional life (i.e., place of origin, topic of research, scientific interests, family 
status). Many were seemingly reluctant to give any examples of incidents of gender or 
race-related discrimination at their workplace, possibly because they were afraid of 
being easily identified. 
Therefore, it was highly challenging for the researcher to establish, when the 
interviewees declined to acknowledge existence of gender and ethnic discriminatory 
practices due to their personal perception (i.e., focus on inclusion, reluctance to be 
perceived as a victim in a white male dominated academia), fear of being identified by 
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the current or potential employer, or simply due to the fact that they have not 
experienced such during their professional life in the UK. 
4.4.5. Middle Eastern Male Interviewing Females 
 
A number of researchers have demonstrated importance of considering the 
researcher`s gender during the process of conducting in-depth interviews (Oakley, 1981; 
Miller & Glassner, 1997; Williams & Heikes, 1993). Williams and Heikes (1993) point 
out that despite lack of systematic empirical research into how gender roles and 
perceptions affect in-depth interviews, there is some evidence suggesting that major 
differences in outcomes may arise when males interview females, or vice versa.  For 
instance, according to Miller and Glassner (1997), male respondents are often more 
comfortable with female interviewers asking them questions concerning personal and 
sensitive topics. Rubin (1976, ac cited in Williams and Heikes, 1993) expresses an 
opinion, that the observed phenomenon can be explained by the fact that certain 
cultures, such as the American one for example, actively promote the notion that males 
are not expected to openly express their feelings and communicate on personal topics. 
More specifically, different cultures may condemn conducting intimate discussion 
between men, but not ± between men and women (Williams & Heikes, 1993). The 
researchers conclude that males interviewing females may encounter certain difficulties 
when trying to re-construct personal experiences of the latter (Williams & Heikes, 
1993). 
While interviewing the Middle Eastern academic women regarding their 
professional and personal experiences in the UK, the researcher of the present thesis has 
encountered a certain degree of resistance and unwillingness to cooperate and provide 
needed information. While in the case of most interviews, this obstacle has been 
successfully overcome by using some of the techniques and approaches discussed by 
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Oakley (1981) and other researchers, a few of the interviewees, although formally 
answering the questions, were clearly reluctant to share their true (or more personal) 
opinions and experiences.  
2DNOH\DUJXHVWKDW³SURSHU´LQWHUYLHZLQJKDVEHHQDVVRFLDWHGZLWK
masculine norm and male, more objective and rational approach. Traditionally, women 
are viewed as inferior, prone to emotions and subjective inconsistent judgements 
(Oakley, 1981). Miller and Glassner (1997) suggest that social sciences view male 
psychology and approach as dominant, and Female as subordinate. This situation can 
potentially create a conflict between a male researcher and Female interviewee. In the 
case of the present research, the potential friction was further aggravated by the fact that 
the interviewer belonged to the Middle Eastern culture himself, which according to 
AbuǦLughod`s (2002) argument is often perceived as oppressive for women. 
In order to avoid issues discussed by Oakley (1981) and Abu-Lughod (2002) the 
researcher tried to establish an atmosphere of trust and anonymity, as well as non-
hierarchical type of relationship to ensure their engagement. In order to achieve the 
abovementioned goal the researcher tried not to openly direct the conversation, and 
instead follow the natural flow of it while sometimes asking questions to channel the 
discussion towards the desired topics. Before asking personal or family-related 
questions, the researcher made sure to obtain the interviewees` verbal agreement, to 
ensure that they were comfortable with the question and did not mind it. Interestingly, 
while some of the interviewed academic women were visibly tense at the notion of such 




4.5. Data, Methodological Approach, and Ethical Considerations 
4.5.1. Nature of the data 
 
It is important to point out that the present research is based on perceptions of 
the study participants, and not always on the actual experiences. Postfeminist discursive 
approach has been used throughout the study to collect and analyse perceptions of 
personal experiences and the ways in which the interviewed MEFAs presented 
themselves in relation to their organisational context. Therefore, the obtained data does 
not directly reflect µreality¶, but instead ± respondents` perceptions. This perception-
based approach has manifested itself throughout the interview, when MEFAs 
consistently refused to refer to themselves as being discriminated against or even 
consider or discuss incidents of ethnicity- or gender-based discrimination. Similar 
observations have been made by Kelan (2009) and Lewis (2014), who reported modern 
females discussing their advantageous position, providing narratives of empowerment 
and success, and restraining from discussions of discriminatory practices, gender 
inequality and male dominance. For instance, Kelan (2009) points out that within 
modern professional world, females often present their workplace as gender neutral, 
although studies demonstrate that various gender inequality practices persist throughout 
industries, countries and time. Due to this perception-based data, it is important to keep 
in mind that the provided narratives do not reflect actual gender-related practices and 
work environment but instead reflect complex constructs used by MEFAs to 
communicate their position, while focusing on discourses of inclusion, empowerment 
and individualism.   
4.5.2. Discursive approach 
 
The present study utilized a discursive approach to gain understanding of the 
professional and personal experiences of MEFAs within the context of the UK 
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academy. Wetherell et al. (2001) argue that the notion of discursive analysis is 
becoming increasingly more complex, turning into an umbrella term for a number of 
research approaches. In line with the argument by Wetherell et al. (2001), the presents 
study tried to capture the relationship between the discourses of the interviewed MEFAs 
and their backgrounds, recognising, that participants have to be viewed as producers and 
products of their stories at the same time. The relationships captured within the present 
thesis were often paradoxical when, for instance, some of the interviewed female 
researchers have described the cases of clear gender discrimination directed at them or 
their colleagues, however refused to acknowledge and use the term of gender 
discrimination within the context of their universities. Therefore, it was crucial for the 
researcher to be able to draw on their background and approach, and understand how 
they drew on postfeminism within their discourses.  
Kiesling (2001) have adopted the discursive approach when investigating such 
concepts as masculinity. Wetherell et al. (2001) point out that the researchers have been 
using the discursive analysis as a strategy to study men and masculinity, however used 
the term in many different ways. The present study adopts the definition discussed by 
Wetherell et al. (2001), which defines the discourse as a rather broad term, concerning 
the cultural, behavioural and other patterns an individual may exhibit. Kiesling (2001) 
and Wetherell et al. (2001) discuss the so-called normative practices, which allow the 
researcher to distinguish and characterise various discourses, including masculine and 
feminine ones. For example, the present thesis has discussed both discourses ± feminine 
and masculine, and to differentiate them, the common cultural practices were used. For 
instance, some of the interviewed MEFAs repeatedly mentioned that they have adopted 
an alternative model of professional behaviour ± one that is more aggressive, relies on 
asking questions, and not agreeing with the authority if they do not feel that this 
authority is making a rational decision. The present thesis accounted for such 
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experiences as being a part of a masculinity norm. In line with the tradition of 
discursive approaches (Wetherell et al., 2001) the present study refused to recognise 





gender is accomplished during social interaction with a particular cultural context 
and/or individuals.  The masculinity and femininity associated with a profession such as 
that of academic is therefore not permanent or fixed but something which is 
µ«FRQVWDQWOy remade on a moment-to-moment basis (providing) not just a radical 
destabilizing of the assumption that gender is something that is natural (or) inevitable 
but also a much more positive sense of how change may be effected.  Transforming the 
status quo becomes understood as a matter of challenging and changing discourses, 
HQFRXUDJLQJSHRSOHWRWHOOGLIIHUHQWVWRULHVDERXWWKHPVHOYHVDQGRWKHUV¶(GOH\
193). 
In the course of the conducted 20 interviews, the researcher has accumulated a 
significant body of data in the form of verbal recordings, which was translated into the 
form of transcripts and later analysed in the form of texts. The strategy of the researcher 
was to identify and collect a complexity of terms and concepts previously described 
within the postfeminism discourses, and use them to construct female identities among 
the 20 interviewed MEFAs. The notion of identity is a key part of the current research, 
as during the interviews the participants would often engage in discussion concerning 
their gender identity, particularly in relation to their academic work. As pointed out by 
Wetherell et al. (2001), there are a number of approaches to view gender identity, and 
understand such concepts as manhood, masculinity and femininity. The present 
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research, in line with the argument by Gillmore (1996) and others discussed above, has 
chosen a view that is alternative to one perceiving gender identity as innate. Instead, the 
researcher has acknowledged the important role of society, cultural context and 
professional experiences in influencing the doing of gender, the doing of masculinity 
and femininity. 
In line with the discussion by Wetherell et al. (2001) of discursive approaches, 
the present study searched for patterns and regularities in MEFAs behaviour, 
particularly in terms of language use, once they were discussing their personal and 
professional experiences within the UK academy. The researcher chose to evoke a 
number of sensitive topics (when it felt appropriate, and after obtaining verbal consent 
from the interviewee), and while some of the interviewed female academics openly 
engaged in the discussion, others were rather cautious and reluctant to share their 
opinion and experience. Wetherell et al. (2001) point out that such reluctant behaviour 
is also a source of information for the discourse analysis, as it provides insight regarding 
ZKLFKLVVXHVDUHFRQVLGHUHGVHQVLWLYHDQG³RXWRITXHVWLRQ´IRUWKHLQWHUYLHZ
participants.  
Another source of information, focused on during the data analysis, were the 
contradictory statements. For example, a respondent would clearly and in great detail 
describe the situation where gender discriminatory actions took place, however when 
asked to elaborate on the topic of sexism within the UK academy, would deny the 
existence of any structural or institutional barriers. Interestingly, the same attitude has 
been mentioned by Dick (2001), who has conducted a study of workplace gender-
related policies and sexual harassment and has collected interview accounts which 
clearly denied the existence of malfunctioning practices, or presented them in a way 
which would clear the employing organisation or individual managers of any 
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responsibility. Dick (2001) has even come up with the term to describe such behaviour, 
³LQWHUSUHWLYHSULYLOHJH´SDQGPHQWLRQVWKDW³7KHLVVXH«RIKRZWRH[SODLQ
those accounts of events or experiences that participants implicitly or explicitly refuse to 
name or interpret as sexism is a relevant to discursive as it is to more mainstream 
VWXGLHV´ The researcher has furthermore, suggested a toolkit that allows for framing the 
devices used by the interviewees, for example ± WKDWRI³WULYLDOL]DWLRQ´ZKHQDQ
interviewee choses to interpret the events as jokes). Wetherell et al. (2001) point out that 
identification of such forms of presentation, and their critical analysis are essential to 
the discourse analysis. Similarly, the author of the present thesis when identifying such 
contradicting statements, did not bluntly try to confront the respondent, but rather 
attempted to carefully clarify the position of the interviewee by asking follow-up 
questions, and noted such incidents. 
4.5.3 Interpretive Repertoires & Postfeminism 
 
During the process of data collection, more specifically once the researcher has 
conducted the first four interviews of MEFAs, it has become obvious that the obtained 
narratives of experiences of academic women did not correspond to what was known 
from the scholarly literature. While the researchers discussed underprivileged position 
of female academics in the UK in general (Trower, 2001), and of minorities women in 
particular (Turner, 2002), the first four interviewed MEFAs provided no information 
regarding any of those problems. Instead they positioned and presented themselves as 
successful women, empowered and not being discriminated against when compared to, 
for instance, white males. The researcher has therefore adopted a research approach 
based on iterative process (Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986). Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs 
(1986) characterise an iterative process as an approach commonly adopted within social 
sciences, during which the researcher repeats a specific sequence of actions until a 
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desired result is achieved. In the context of the present study, the researcher, based on 
the answers obtained from the first four respondents, have revisited scholarly literature. 
According to the conducted analysis none of the alternative frameworks (such as 
feminism) did not help understand the narratives of MEFAs, who instead of talking 
about their disadvantaged position and exclusion instead focused on empowerment and 
inclusion within the UK academe. Therefore, as the researcher accumulated more data 
from the remaining interviewees, a decision was made to recruit Postfeminism as a lens 
to understand experiences of the MEFAs in the UK universities due to the fact that it 
provided a more appropriate insight into the discurses of inclusion and empowerment of 
ethnic minority women within the UK academe. 
The analysis of the data concentrates on how a postfeminist sensibility is 
expressed in the interview data by depicting the way in which respondents draw on 
postfeminist discourses when providing accounts of their academic work experiences. 
This approach is based on the tenets of discourse analysis including first, the principle 
that language is itself a form of practice thereby rejecting the traditional differentiation 
made between words and deeds (Edley, 2001). Second, discourse does not act as a 
proxy to tell us something beyond the text i.e. should not be understood only in 
descriptive terms.  Third, discourse is constructive of and constructed by the social 
context within which we are located.  Fourth, discourse is action orientated, functional, 
occasioned and rhetorically organized (Gill et al, 2016). 
The discursive analysis of the interview data collected for this research uses the 
analytical tool of interpretive repertoires to look at the way in which the respondents 
talk about their work experiences in British universities and to consider what this talk 
³GRHV´This approach is adopted because the large majority of studies which research 
the cultural phenomenon of postfeminism and how individuals in a variety of contexts 




and evaluations distinguished by familiar clichés, common places, tropes and 
FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQVRIDFWRUVDQGVLWXDWLRQV´,QWHUSUHWLYHUHSHUWRLUHVSURYLGHDFRQVLVWHQW
and coherent way of talking about something like gender and work experiences at a 
particular point in time.  They contribute to the common sense ± things that we know 
DUHµWUXH¶± prevalent in a particular social context, providing a basis for shared 
understanding. Thus, this approach suggests that how individuals talk and express 
opinions about certain issues such as the prevalence (or not) of gender discrimination, 
µ«WKH\LQYDULDEO\GRVRLQWHUPVDOUHDG\SURYLGHGIRUWKHPE\KLVWRU\¶(GOH\
198).   
Identifying and delineating interpretive repertoires is central to a discursive 
DQDO\VLVWKDWPDNHVXVHRIWKHP7KHUHLVQRVHWUXOHVRU³UHFLSH´RIKRZWRDFKLHYHWKLV
but familiarity with the interview data and knowledge and understanding of postfeminist 




which provide distinctive ways of talking about the social world (Edley, 2001: 202). As 
will be shown in chapters 5 and 6, the interpretive repertoires used by the respondents 
provided them with a distinctive way of talking about the academic world enabling 
them to construct a positive account of their academic work experiences. This is done 
by denying discriminatory behaviour or inequality in the academy while at the same 
time outlining how they deal with unequal circumstances when faced with them, how 




4.5.4 Ethical Considerations  
 
As discussed by Saunders et al. (2011) research based on collection of data is 
often concerned with a number of ethical issues. The present research has to address a 
number of limitations and ethical considerations that emerged during the process of 
research design and data collection. For instance, during the course of interviews, it 
became evident that respondents were reluctant to give out their demographic 
information. Their concern had to deal with the fact that there is a rather low number of 
Middle Eastern Female academics working in the UK universities, and therefore unique 
and rare demographic background would make it easy to identify each female 
participants.  This concern is a common challenge within qualitative research 
(Matthews, 2012; McGraw, Zvonkovic & Walker, 2012), and issues of confidentiality 
and anonymity became evident during the data analysis and reporting stages of the 
research (Ortlipp, 2008). The researchers have to ensure that reported data cannot 
contain clues that will allow interested parties to identify the respondents who provided 
information on the organisation of their workplace. If this precaution is not followed the 
published report may result in work-related problems and embarrassment for 
participants who agreed to be interviewed by the researcher (Golombisky, 2006). The 
researchers are therefore advised to ensure great caution and care in maintaining 
anonymity of their respondents. If the researcher needs to publish real names of 
respondents or an organisation they work for, he or she has to obtain a special 
permission to do so from the involved stakeholders. 
Great caution has been exercised by the author of the current thesis to maintain 
anonymity and confidentiality of the respondents. The researcher felt a moral obligation 
to ensure that reported information cannot be used by interested parties to harm or 
embarrass participants who agreed to answer the interview questions. During the course 
of the present research all the demographic information (name, age, university of 
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employment, etc.) were removed, and aliases were used instead of actual names. These 
precautions were communicated to the respondents and will ensure that participant 
confidentiality will be maintained. 
Despite a short debriefing that took place prior to each of the interviews, some 
of the interviewees showed reluctance towards providing their opinion or sharing their 
experiences. The debriefing session aimed at reassuring the issue of confidentiality, as 
well as providing the participants with the general purpose behind the study. Sensitivity 
of some topics, as mentioned above, was the main limitation of the present study, as a 
number of interviewees directly or indirectly refused to discuss their relationships with 
their colleagues despite reassurances concerning confidentiality. The interview 
participants have also found it important to discuss the identity of the researcher; while 
some required the researcher to produce his student ID, another one of the contacted 
MEFAs agreed to participate in the study only after having a conversation with the 
researcher`s supervisor.  
During the briefing session mentioned above, the respondents were also 
informed about the right to withdraw from the research at any time before the data has 
been processed. None of the interviewees took advantage of this right however two of 
the MEFAs have requested that the researcher did not use a recording device during the 
interviews. The interviewer did not use the recording device but took notes instead. In 
order to establish a relationship based on trust, the researcher has offered all of the 
interview participants to examine the transcripts of their interviews for approval before 
using it in the analysis. Surprisingly, only three of the respondents requested to take a 






The present chapter has outlined the research methodology, study limitations 
and ethical considerations encountered by the thesis. It can be concluded that the current 
study adopts a social constructionist worldview on knowledge generation and 
interpretation, is qualitative in nature and relies on data collected through interviews. 
The study is cross sectional in nature, as it focuses on a given period of time as opposed 
to a process, and the sample population consists of 20 Middle Eastern female academics 
employed by UK universities. The researcher has approached the academics who agreed 
to participate in a semi-structured interview and provide detailed answers to open-ended 
questions regarding their professional, personal and family-related experience as female 
researchers. The author of this present study has encountered a number of ethical 
FKDOOHQJHVPDLQWDLQLQJWKHUHVSRQGHQW¶VDQRQ\PLW\DQGFRQILGHQWLDOLW\RISHUVRQDO
data, ensuring data integrity and complying with high ethical standards, avoiding 
implicit bias when selecting and reporting obtained information and results. The 
research has also been limited by a number of factors: limited time-frame, extensive 
time and effort needed to obtain sufficient sample size and in-depth interviews, 
sensitivity of the topic and unwillingness of some of the respondents to share their 




Chapter 5. Data Analysis ± Postfeminism, Interpretive Repertoires and 
Middle Eastern Female Academics 
5.1. Introduction 
 
Mobilising the concept of postfeminism understood as a discursive formation, 
this chapter explores the individual accounts of Middle Eastern Female Academics 
focusing on how they draw on postfeminist discourses to account for their work 
experiences within British universities. Four recurring postfeminist interpretive 
repertoires and associated subsidiary interpretive repertoires (Gill et al, 2016) have been 
identified through the analysis of the data, summarised in the Table below. It should be 
noted that the processes of data collection and analysis were affected by the personal 
and professional experiences of both the participants (Middle Eastern Female 
Academics working in the UK) and the author of this present thesis (Johansson & 
Sliwa, 2013). 
In completing the analysis, an effort was made to include a variety of viewpoints 
as a means of reflecting the various accounts provided by the respondents. Although, 
the researcher of this present study and interview participants often did not share similar 
opinions over the topic, an overall sense of understanding was achieved, which has 
positively contributed to the dialogue process and enabled the researcher to capture the 
complexity  of viewpoints and experiences of the Middle Eastern Female Academic 
respondents.  In what follows, chapter 5 will provide an overview of the postfeminist 
interpretive repertoires identified within the narratives of the 20 interviewees.  In the 
following chapter 6, attention will be directed at the construction of MEFA identities, 
referred to here as academic femininities, showing how variation in the way respondents 
draw on postfeminist discourses leads to differences in MEFA identities. Thus, the 
focus will be on making visible the different modes of being an academic with Middle 
Eastern roots in the UK. 
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Table 6. The four postfeminist interpretive repertoires and their subsidiaries 
Postfeminist Interpretive 
repertoires 
Subsidiary Postfeminist      
Interpretive Repertoires 
INDIVIDUALISM, CHOICE & 
EMPOWERMENT 
Choice 
I'm not a victim 
My gender has nothing to do with my work 
I deal with sexism myself 






Career choice & disadvantaged position 




TRADITION OF WORKING 
MOTHERS 
Parental involvement ± western tradition 
Balancing home & slowing down for children 
My family comes first 
Children need their mother 
  
  
RETREATISM: MIDDLE EASTERN 
TRADITION OF EXTENDED FAMILY 
(OF ORIGIN) OBLIGATIONS 
Extended family obligations & expectations 
Parental approval of work & life choices 
Parental involvement-middle eastern tradition 
 
The first three interpretive repertoires ± Individualism, Choice and 
(PSRZHUPHQWµ1DWXUDO¶6H[XDO'LIIHUHQFH5HWUHDWLVP:HVWHUQ7UDGLWLRQ- discussed 
within the present thesis derive from the features and empirical regularities of 
postfeminism, identified by Gill (2007) and Negra (2009) and used by gender and 
organization researchers such Kelan (2009) and Lewis (2014) . In drawing on the first 
interpretive repertoire ± individualism, choice and empowerment ± the respondents 
(similar to other studies, Gill et al, 2016; Lewis, 2014) deny the existence of 
discriminatory practices on the basis of gender. In addition, the MEFA also consistently 
tried to distance themselves from any suggestion of ethnic discrimination. Instead, most 
of the interviewed women emphasized the role of choice, and their unique individualism 
as the two key drivers of success within their chosen academic field. As we will see 
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below, there was little discussion of incidents of exclusion with a stronger emphasis 
placed on being included in their academic work environment.  Emphasis is placed on 
the British academic context being a gender and ethnicity neutral work environment 
where individual effort, talent and merit are the determinants of how far a person can 
proceed up the career ladder:LWKWKHVHFRQGLQWHUSUHWLYHUHSHUWRLUHRIµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDO
difference, the respondents draw on notions of difference to account for any kind of 
varied experiences or contrast between themselves and other colleagues. The third 
interpretive repertoire of Retreatism: Western tradition is drawn on by those 
respondents who want to combine a professional academic career with being an active 
parent.  
The fourth interpretive repertoire ± Retreatism: Middle Eastern Tradition ± is an 
extension of the third one, and is heavily influenced by the original cultural origins of 
the respondents and is unique to this study. Despite some similarities between the two 
retreatism interpretive repertories, there are also some important differences, which will 
be discussed and illustrated with examples within this chapter. The Middle Eastern 
tradition emphasises the role of the extended family ± parents, aunts, uncles etc. ± with 
an expectation that regular contact will be maintained and support provided when 
required.  In addition the opinion of the extended family is often taken into account 
when decisions and choices have to be made. Similar patterns have been identified by 
Essers and Benschop (2007), who observed the professional experiences of Turkish 
women in the Netherlands, highlighting the important role of the extended family in 
how the female respondents made their choices, and understood themselves (e.g., 
importance of parental approval, family support, etc.). Through the identification of 
these recurring interpretive rHSHUWRLUHVLQWKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶WDONDERXWWKHLUDFDGHPLF
work experiences, the analysis will show how the 20 respondents construct their work 
experiences within British universities as ones of inclusion as opposed to exclusion 
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(Lewis, 2014). Before turning to outline in more detail these four interpretive 
repertoires, the chapter will begin by considering how the respondents understand their 
national identity i.e. as British, Middle Eastern or a combination of both. This section 
demonstrates that the responGHQWVGRQ¶WVROHO\LGHQWLI\DV:HVWHUQEXWLQGUDZLQJRQ
postfeminist discourses (discussed in later sections) demonstrate that postfeminism 
should be understood as a transnational (and not just Western) cultural phenomenon. 
5.2. Global Women ± Middle Eastern & British 
 
According to the obtained results, the interviewed women perceived themselves 
as Middle Eastern, British, or a combination of both ethnicities. The present thesis 
argues that postfeminism is a transnational cultural phenomenon, and is widely drawn 
on by not only Western women, but instead ± women from all over the world. The 
interviewed MEFAs spent varying amount of time in the UK, Europe or other foreign 
countries, however, most of them still felt a strong connection to their countries of 
origin. Although some of the respondents did not associate closely with a Middle 
Eastern identity, this was often used as a sort of a disclaimer to demonstrate that the 
women refuse to perceive their foreignness as a disadvantage in their professional life. 
According to Aida, her ethnic origin has never created any professional barriers 
for her and instead has provided her with some key opportunities due to the chosen area 




Others, unlike Aida, readily identified themselves as being of Middle Eastern or 
Arab origin, and shared that this is how they perceive themselves and present 





FRPHDFURVVDVWKDW,¶PDQ$UDE,¶PIURPWKH$UDEworld and it might come 
DFURVVDV,¶P/HEDQHVH,¶PIURP/HEDQRQVRLW¶VWKHWKUHHLGHQWLWLHVWKDWFRPH
DFURVVZKHQ,¶PDFWXDOO\LWGHSHQGVRQWKHFRQWH[WWKDW,¶PLQ´)DLGD 
Foreignness and Middle Eastern identity can provide more obvious benefits for 
migrant female researchers. The ethnic origin also motivated some of the respondents to 
learn more about their background, and this initial curiosity has inspired a life-long 
research journey for Elham: 
³%HFDXVH,IHOWWKDW,¶GVSHQWP\ZKROHHGXFDWLRQOHarning about my American 
half because I grew up in the States and I wanted to learn more about my 
Egyptian half and background and heritage, and I love politics so Middle East 
VWXGLHV$QG$UDELFZDVSDUWRIWKHSURJUDPPHDQG,ZDQWHGWROHDUQ$UDELF´
(Elham) 
Intellectual curiosity and interest in one`s identity was a re-occurring topic 
during the interviews, and while for some of the respondents it has inspired a few short 
term projects, for others (like Latifa) it has triggered a life-long quest. One of the 
respondents, Elham shared during the interview that her willingness to learn more about 
her ethnic origin and identity was partially caused by seeking approval from her family, 
and especially father: 
³,WKLQNREYLRXVO\LWSOHDVHGLWGLGSOHDVHP\IDWher very much, he was happy 
that I was interested in his history and culture and his, you know, background 




Analysis of the interviews has demonstrated that reaction to the question 
regarding participants` identity has caused the biggest variation among their responses, 
than any other question. For instance, Hadeel argues that identifying somebody as 
Middle Eastern is too broad and uninformative: Middle East is a large region, 
characterised by diverse culture, languages and habits. Therefore, in order to define 




everything else. So we've come to accept we are Middle Eastern, which is 
something I accept, but Middle Eastern for me, or Arabs for me, used to, I used 
it to refer mainly to people from around the Gulf area, rather than Egyptians, so 
UDWKHUWKDQRXUVHOYHV%XW,QRZDFFHSWLWEHFDXVHLWLVWKHQRUP´+DGHHO 
In relation to identity, a number of respondents have shared their experience and 
understanding of being perceived as a foreigner while living and working in the UK. 
The theme of ethnic origin was an important part of the respondents` narratives. 
While some of the respondents (i.e., Aida), in line with the postfeminist perspective 
insisted that their origin did not have any negative effect on their professional career and 
work-related interactions, and if anything has positively contributed to their 
opportunities, others made it clear that they experienced being treated differently 
throughout their life. This differential treatment, according to some, had little to do with 








The respondent Durra has shared an experience from her teaching career. Once 
she started teaching practice in one of the UK universities, she was assigned a number 
of courses by the department, one of which was Islamic Law. Durra reports that she had 
no knowledge of Islamic Law, and the department allocation was based on the 
assumption that due to her Middle Eastern origin she must be familiar with it. 
Interestingly, the person allocating an unfamiliar subject to Durra was of ethnic 
minority background as well - DIDFW'XUUDGHVFULEHVDQGSHUFHLYHVDV³LQWHUQDOLVHG
UDFLVP´ 
³«VWUXFWXUDOUDFLVPDQGGLVFULPLQDWLRQLVVRHPEHGGHGLQVRFLHW\WKDWWKHUH¶VD
lot of internalised racism and people who are not white can also internalise that 
UDFLVPDQGVXEMHFWLWRQWRRWKHUSHRSOH«´'XUUD 
Cohen (2004) emphasizes that the perceived similarity and differences between 
the foreigner and representative of the dominant group will be constructed through the 
phenomena of ethnicity, social class, religion, culture, language and bodily presentation. 
Fadia, unlike Durra, experiences herself being foreign as having no negative 
consequences for her career, however presents her foreignness as a sort of a constant 
value that will not change throughout time: 
 ³«LQPDQ\FDVHV,IHOWWKDWWKHLQVWLWXWLRQVWKDW,ZRUNHGLQKDYHDFWXDOO\
protected me and encouraged me to stay in this country, and one thing that I 
OHDUQHGFRPLQJLQDQGOLYLQJLQ%ULWDLQLVDQG,KDYHQ¶WH[SHULHQFHGOLYLQJLQ




When discussing one`s identity, the concept of labelling has also come up and 
most of the respondents had a pronounced negative attitude towards being labelled as 
Middle Eastern. Ibtisam elaborated and explained that while she is proud of her Arab 
LGHQWLW\VKHLVRSSRVHGWRODEHOOLQJVRPHERG\DVLWRIWHQSXWVSHRSOHLQDVSHFLILF³ER[´





Ibtisan immediately draws a connection between being labelled (as a Muslim) 
and stigmatisation. McDowell (2008) argues that gender is often being immediately 
connected with cultural stereotypes, resulting in various assumptions, i.e. oppressed 
Muslim women, etc. Sliwa and Johansson (2013) argue that the UK academic 
environment has been greatly internationalised within the last decades, which positively 
contributed to the overall levels of acceptance and integration of foreign professionals. 
At the same time, the UK academia remains an environment dominated by white males 
and gender-based discrimination is often followed by an automatic perception of Arab 
ZRPHQDV³YLFWLPRIRSSUHVVLRQ´ 
³«LI\RX¶UHWU\LQJWRODEHOPHZLWKLQDSDUWLFXODUFDWHJRU\RI$UDEZRPHQZKR
are the victim of oppression or who are oppressed and who need to be saved like 
the kind of discourse we hear sometimes about Arab women then of course I 
ZRXOGQ¶WDFFHSWWKDW,¶PQRWDYLFWLPRIRSSUHVVLRQ,KDYHP\RZQDJHQF\LI
\RXVHHZKDW,PHDQVR,WKLQN\HDK,FDQUHFRJQLVHKRZ,¶PFDOOHGEXW,GRQ¶W






there is a discrepanF\EHWZHHQWKHWZR´,EWLVDP 
Sliwa and Johansson (2013) argue that foreignness is a quality that can have 
positive and negative attributes depending on the circumstances, as well as the norm it 
is compared to and determined against. In the case of the present research studies, most 
RIWKHIHPDOHSDUWLFLSDQWVGLVFXVVHGWKHLUIRUHLJQQHVVLQUHODWLRQWR³%ULWLVKQHVV´:KLOH
DQDO\VLQJWKHLQWHUYLHZVDFRPSOH[SLFWXUHRI³%ULWLVKQHVV´HPHUJHV6RPHRIWKH
components that constitute it, according to the researchers` narratives are: language, 
culture, food, focus on internal politics, and often ± conflict with some of the Middle 
Eastern countries, including Turkey, Iran and Iraq. Cohen (2004) argues that one`s 
perception of him/ herself as foreign often originates from the political and cultural 
relationships between the two countries ± the country of origin, and the country of 
residence. 
7KHSDUWLFLSDQW/DWLIDKDVVKDUHGKHUH[SHULHQFHRIIHHOLQJ³GLIIHUHQW´DQG
³IRUHLJQ´WKURXJKRXWPRVWRIKHUOLIHLQWKH8.$mong other things contributing to her 
perceiving herself as foreign were the worsening relationship between her country of 
origin and the UK. Similarly to Cohen`s (2004) observations, cultural relationships 
between the two countries, and particularly the negative events in their common history 
has led to her feeling alienated and experiencing an identity crisis throughout most of 
her life. 
Magda has mentioned that being a minority and a female within her faculty 






teaching and I was the only full-time first lecturer and senior lecturer, all the 
other, my colleagues are men, okay, and there I did feel that I had to sort of... I 
PHDQWKH\ZHUHQLFH\RXNQRZ,GLGQ¶WIHHOWKH\ZHUHVRUWRIGLVFULPLQDWLQJDW
me outwardly, but I did feel that I had to work a little bit harder to sort of 
establish my authority and I felt that also with students and actually particularly 
with male students from the Gulf, my first two years, you know, I was teaching, 
we had lots of... the Institute of Urban Islamic Studies, there are lots of students 
from, I mean Qatar, from Emirates, from Kuwait, from Saudi Arabia, and I think 
the combination of my Arab name, Iraqi connection, being a woman, I felt that 
had to be really strict for them to actually respect me, it took a couple of years 
and theQLWZDVILQHDQGWKHQWKH\¶UHDOOVFDUHGRIPH>ODXJKV@1RDQGLW¶VDOVR
I mean it was very clear that they had, naturally they felt a much greater sense of 
authority towards the wide or the male, than the younger Female, I mean that 
was clear, you knRZHYHU\RQHKHUHVR\HDK,PHDQ,ZDVDEOHWRGHDOZLWKLW«
³0DJGD 
Overall, these narratives demonstrate that most of the interviewed female 
academics even after years of work and integration into the UK society perceived 
themselves as Middle Eastern. Therefore, the present work provides support for thesis 
argued by Dosekun (2015), concerning the need to view postfeminism as a transcultural 
and transnational concept, as opposed to being a prerogative of white professional 
women. At the same time, it has to be acknowledged that while all of the 20 interviewed 
female academics were of Middle Eastern origin, most of them have spent a significant 
amount of time abroad, particularly in the UK, therefore being influenced by local 
culture. Thus, the present study and interpretive repertoires discussed in greater detail 
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below, should be seen as a product of interaction between at least two cultures ± the UK 
one, and the Middle Eastern one.  
Despite this important disclaimer, the present work provides clear evidence that 
postfeminism is not solely a white professional female discourse, and instead should be 
viewed as something taken up by a variety of women from non-Western as well as 
Western backgrounds.. According to Dosekun (2015), Western world often views itself 
as a source of innovation and progress, which brings this modernity to the rest of the 
world, particularly ± WRWKRVH³RWKHUZRPHQ´RIWKH7KLUGZRUOGMcRobie (2007), in 
regard to consumer cultural, argues that postfeminism exists in the third world, however 
LQDGLIIHUHQWVOLJKWO\PRUH³WDPHGYHUVLRQ´7KLVYHUVLRQLVEHQHILFLDOIURPD
marketing point of view, as non-Western women try to replicate fashion, style and 
behaviour of their Western counterparts (McRobbie, 2009). The present study, after 
analysis of the interviews with MEFAs concludes that such statements should be 
viewed with caution. As we will see below, the subjects of the interviews freely drew on 
postfeminist discourses to describe and reflect upon their professional experiences and 
SHUVRQDOOLIHVXJJHVWLQJWKDWSRVWIHPLQLVPLVUHOHYDQWQRWRQO\WR³:HVWHUQJLUOV´DQG
exists among the Middle Eastern women as well, and perhaps not in its tamed form as 
discussed by McRobbie (2009). Furthermore, the present study agrees with the 
argument by Lazar (2006), who suggests that postfeminism has become a global notion, 
despite the fact that it has originated in Western culture and media. Dosekun (2015) 
advises to think transnationally about postfeminism, which in her interpretation refers to 
FRQVLGHULQJ³«KRZDVDQHQWDQJOHPHQWRIPHDQLQJVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVVHQVLELOLWLHV
practices, and commodities, post-feminism may discursively and materially cross 
borders, including those within our feminist scholarly imaginaries. Methodologically, 




transnational nature of postfeminism and present interpretative repertoires Middle 
Eastern female academics constantly draw upon when reflecting on their professional 
and personal experiences within the UK academe. 
5.3. Postfeminist Interpretive Repertoire: Individualism, choice and empowerment 
 
The first interpretive repertoire which the respondents repeatedly drew on is 
individualism, choice and empowerment. In addition the subsidiary interpretive 
repertoires include the denial of existing gender discrimination practices (I`m not a 
victim and I don`t get treated unequally), as well as adopting individual strategies to 
address certain gender inequality practices.  Gill et al. (2016) discuss a number of 
various approaches professional women utilize to distance themselves from such 
problems as sexism and gender inequality. While the detailed accounts of such 
approaches, observed among the 20 interviewed MEFAs will be discussed within the 
subsections below, it should be noted that the most common ones were 
LQGLYLGXDOLVDWLRQ³«H[SHULHQFLQJLQHTXDOLW\DVDPDWWHURIFKRLFH´DQGSXWWLQJJHQGHU
discrimination into historical context, thereby treating it as a matter of the past. 
Individualisation, discussed by Gill et al. (2016), is a way to present one`s experience as 
unique; as an exception from the rule rather than a common pattern. When the 
professional musicians draw on postfeminism discourse of individualism, as argued by 
Gill et al. (2016), they present gender discrimination as a rare practice, which is 
encountered by the individual women, however does not affect the general population. 
Another interesting discursive approach, commonly observed by the present study 
concerned placing the problem of gender inequality into the past, and therefore treating 
gender discrimination as a notion separated from the present by a layer of historical 




QRWIURPWKH8.«<HVI mean, there are occasional stories about male 
professionals given preference when compared to their female colleagues, 
however I have not personally encountered such situations. I think, these 
WKLQJV«JHQGHUGLVFULPLQDWLRQEHLQJDZRPDQLQJX\VCZRUOGand so on, and 
VRIRUWK«LWLVQRWUHOHYDQWDQ\PRUH,I\RXZRUNKDUG\RXFDQVXFFHHG
whoever you are ± a boy, a girl. This is what I believe in, and this is what I tell 
P\IHPDOHVWXGHQWV«´<XPQD 
Within the presented passage, Yumna summons a number of tools to distance 
KHUVHOIIURPWKHLVVXHRIJHQGHUGLVFULPLQDWLRQXVLQJ³,GRQ¶WNQRZ´³«RFFDVLRQDO
VWRULHV´³,KDYHQRWSHUVRQDOO\HQFRXQWHUHG´IRUPXODV(DFKRQHRIWKHVHGLVFRXUVHVFDQ
be dissected to reveal that Yumna in fact does not want to be perceived as a passive 
object of external environment, and instead draws on the discourse of empowerment 
and freedom of choice when analysing her own professional experience and success.  
Gill et al. (2016) argue that the professional women often adopt the foUPXODRI³,GRQCW
NQRZ´³,DPQRWVXUH´ZKHQDSSURDFKHGRUUDWKHUFRQIURQWHGE\WKHWRSLFRIJHQGHU
inequality. The vagueness of the answer thereby demonstrates their attempt to distance 
themselves from the mere existence of sexism at working place. As mentioned above, 
WKHIRUPXOD³«RFFDVLRQDOVWRULHV´GRHVPDNHWKHLQFLGHQWVRIJHQGHUGLVFULPLQDWLRQ
sound like there are rare and exceptional and therefore should not be viewed as a 
general rule. Moreover, Yumna suggests that gender inequality related issues have 
become a matter of the past, and therefore there is no incentive to discuss them within 
WKHFRQWH[WRIWKHSUHVHQWGD\8.DFDGHPH*LOOHWDOSQRWH³,QDQHUD
characterized by a postfefminist sensibility, gender inequalities are frequently presented 




There is another time-related discourse identified within the course of the 
present study. The MEFAs sometimes mention that they have indeed experienced some 
minor problems in the beginning of their career. For example, Durra has noted that it 
took her some effort to win respect from the rest of her research group. Zainab, on the 
other hand, noted that she has experienced some sort of disrespect and doubt from her 
students, and therefore felt like she has to work harder to establish her reputation and 
position of a female researcher. This is how Zainab addresses the issue of her being a 
female researcher in the UK: 
³,GRQCWH[SHULHQFHDQ\GLVFULPLnation at my work. I like it and have great 
relationships with my colleagues. I am not sure such issues are relevant 
anymore. When I started career in the X University, yes, maybe then, it was a bit 
GLIILFXOWDWILUVW«0D\EHEHFDXVH,ZDVWKHRQO\QRQ-whitHIHPDOHVWDII«:HOO
I felt like I have to work harder to prove that, you know, I am not hired only as a 
SRVWHUILJXUHWRVKRZWKHXQLYHUVLW\FDUHVDERXWHWKQLFGLYHUVLW\«1RWWKDWWKH\
ZRXOGGRWKDW«%XW,GLGFKRVHWRZRUNDELWKDUGHUDQGVWD\DWZRUN a little 
ORQJHUWRSURYHWKDW,DPZRUWKWKLVSODFH«´=DLQDE 
Although Zainab indirectly acknowledges that some incidents related to gender 
or possibly ethnicity did take place, however she chooses to distance such events by 
stressing that this has occurred in the beginning of her career, and is not relevant within 
the present time. This appears to be a common discourse as Gill et al. (2016) have 
identified a similar pattern when analysing the interviews by professional female 
musicians. Moreover, in addition to stressing the notion of time and relevance, Zainab 
emphasizes her active role ± ³,GLGFKRVHWRZRUNDELWKDUGHU´LPSO\LQJWKDWWKLVLVD
free and voluntary choice each woman can make. Therefore, within one statement, the 
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interviewee recruits a number of discourses to distance her experiences from the context 
of gender or ethnic inequality. 
The first interpretive repertoire, that of individualism, choice and empowerment, 
concerns a professional woman being in charge/ responsible for her decisions and 
dealing with the circumstances. This repertoire can be better characterised as 
³,QGLYLGXDOLVPFKRLFHDQGHPSRZHUPHQW´7KHUHSHUWRLUHFOHDUO\HPHUJHVIURPWKH
story of Aida, who according to her own words, was always responsible for her choices 
and decisions (choice), while making sure she does what she wants as opposed to 
expectations imposed by society and culture (individualism). The discursive repertoire 
of Aida can be characterised as hierarchical in its nature as it is encouraging other 
female researchers to follow her path to achieve social progress, an eventual goal of the 
ODWWHUEHLQJ³OLYLQJDYHU\PRUDODQGHWKLFDOOLIH´+HUVXFFHVVIXOVWXGLHVDQGFDUHHUDUH
the greatest source of happiness and empowerment for her.  
Ibtisam has realised the role of personal choice and individualism early in her 
youth, when her family insisted that she tries to live independently in another country 
while pursuing university education: 
³«VRPHWKLQJKDSSHQHGLQP\RZQSV\FKRORJ\WKDW,GLVFRYHUHGEHLQJ
independent, like being away from my family, having to pay my own bills, you 
know, being on my own, learning how to be responsible and to be part of a hall, 
like inside, it was something there that happened in terms of discovering who I 
am and then it was very harGIRUPHWRJREDFNDQGEHORQJDJDLQ«´,EWLVDP 
At the same time the gained sense of independence and empowerment also 
partially alienated Ibtisam from her own community, as she felt her aspirations and 
goals have changed and differed from the goals of local women. At the same time, Aida 
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admits that she believes because of her choice to focus on her career, her marriage 
ended with a divorce: 
³,¶PYHU\FRPPLWWHGWRP\ZRUNDQGRQHFRXOGDUJXHWKDWLW¶VRQHRIWKHIDFWRUV
WKDWOHGWRP\GLYRUFHVR«´$LGD 
Interestingly, the interview analysis suggests that, the interviewed academic 
woman perceives the situation where one has to choose between career and family as 
normal and almost natural. A number of interviewees characterise academic career as 
being so difficult and challenging, that it almost makes it impossible for a woman with 
DQ³DYHUDJH´ORDGRIIDPLO\-related responsibilities to pursue and succeed in it. 
$FFRUGLQJWR$LGDCVQDUUDWLYHHPSRZHUHGZRPHQPDNH³YHU\VWUDWHJLFFKRLFHV´WKDW
help them advanFHLQ³PDOH-GRPLQDQW´HQYLURQPHQWKRZHYHUWKHVDPHQRWLRQRI
empowerment and choice brings some, according to the interviewee`s perception, 
almost unavoidable consequences, such as, for example, divorce: 
³,WKLQNZKHQVRPHWKLQJKDGWRJR,¶PDIUDLGWKHPDrriage went, it was a mutual 
WKLQJVRWKHNLGVDUHJUHDWWKH\¶UHYHU\KDSS\NLGVDQGP\MRELVJUHDWWKHUH¶V
QRORQJHUDPDUULDJH´$LGD 
The repertoires of Aida and Durra revolve around various strategies adopted by 
professional women that aim to be included into the male-dominant work environment 
(Lewis, 2014). Interestingly, according to the narrative of Aida, this inclusion for an 
academic woman is practically impossible if the woman sticks to her natural feminine 
characteristics and has full family-related responsibilities (i.e., taking care of children, 
living with a husband, etc.). Throughout her interview, Aida points a couple of times 
that she owes her professional success to her strategic choices and comfortable family 
arrangements (divorce, living alone and her ex-husband taking care of children half of 
the time). Aida also considers her model of behaviour very male-like, and acknowledges 
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that women characterised by more feminine approach end up being less successful as 
they doubt themselves more and fail to say no to administrative tasks.  
The identified interpretive repertoire is based on the following sub-interpretive 
UHSHUWRLUHV³,PDNHP\RZQFKRLFH´³,CPQRWDYLFWLP´0\ gender has nothing to do 
ZLWKP\ZRUN´DQG³,GHDOZLWKVH[LVPP\VHOI´ZKLFKZLOOHDFKEHLOOXVWUDWHGE\VRPH
examples from the interviews in the following subsections. 
5.3.1. I make my own choice 
 
The sub-LQWHUSUHWLYHUHSHUWRLUH³,PDNHP\RZQFKRLFH´Zas a re-occurring one 
among the interviews. The sub-interpretive repertoire was most commonly discussed 
within the context of making education or career-related plans, as well as the 
respondent`s decision to move to and live in another country. For instance, the 
researcher Ibtisam shared her story of career success: she wanted to be a researcher 
since early age, and throughout her life she stayed focused and motivated by that goal: 
³<HDK,DOZD\VZDQWHGWREHDQDFDGHPLFVLQFH,ZDVGRLQJP\EDFFDODXUHDWH 
at my high school, I always wanted to be a teacher and I always wanted to be a 
WHDFKHURIDKLJKHUOHYHO´,EWLVDP 
Interestingly, one of the respondents, Aida, has compared her own choices with 
QRWJRLQJ³ZLWKWKHIORZ´DQGLPSOLHGWKDWKHUPDNLQJGHFLVLons often involved 
overcoming obstacles: 
³,¶YHKDGDZKROHVHULHVRIVWUDWHJLHV,KDYHQ¶WJRQHZLWKWKHIORZVRWKH
decision to go to Columbia was one of them for example, I wanted to be in New 




The respondent Durra shared her experience of deciding to become an academic 
instead of commercial law practitioner. According to her story, her choice was 
influenced the strong detesting of commercial law firms representing corporations that 
conduct unethical activities and focus only on profit. Therefore despite having all 
necessary capabilities (a Master`s Diploma from a top university) as well as peer 
pressure Durra has probably experienced (as many of the graduates chose to go for the 
commercial law due to high expected income), the young graduate has chosen to pursue 
a different path. For some respondents it was important to stress that their own choices 
were different from those made by majority (of other women?), and these decisions 
were responsible for them becoming what they are now: 
³,GLGQ¶WGRDPDLQVWUHDPSROLWLFDOVFLHQFH3K',GLGWKHNLQGRI3K',ZDQWHG
to do, so some of the decisions were very strategic, compromising with whatever 
social norms there were, and others were I did them exactly the way I wanted to 
GRWKHP«´$LGD 
Aida similarly to some other respondents in her narrative often draws on 
individualist aspect of academic career. Her career success (obtaining full Professorship 
early in her professional life) is attributed to her obtaining good education in [top 
university] as well as making individual choices (different from those of others) that 
eventually result in a rather successful academic career and steady professional growth.  
When asked what had the biggest impact on their career or life path, many of the 
respondents, similarly to Aida, have brought up the notions of individualism and choice. 
Interestingly, Elham has brought up two other phenomena, that had a weaker but still 
significant impact on her career: having a child and her ethnicity. The interviewee has 




³,WKLQNP\SHUVRQDOFKRLFHVKDYHWRWDOO\GHYHORSHGVKDSHGP\FDUHHr and I 




Elham admitted that having a family significantly impacted her mobility, ability 
to work long hours or travel around to visit conferences or participate in the 
international conferences. However, personal choice was something impacting and 
shaping her career trajectory throughout the life. 
Lewis (2014) discusses the emphasis placed upon the notion of individual choice 
within postfeminist discourse. The researcher argues that the notion of choice is stressed 
DVZHOODVDFHUWDLQ³QHXWUDOLW\´LQWHUPVRISHUIRUPLQJDVSHFLILFSURIHVVLRQDODFWLYLW\
These two notions are connected to the professional femininity of a Female, which 
portrays an image of an independent entity, who performs her work as a sort of neutral 
activity, not affected by exterior factors (i.e., gender or ethnic discrimination), and 
therefore appears not to be controlled or ruled by any other force, except for the 
individual choice (Lewis, 2014; Gill, 2007). As we can see from the narratives of Aida, 
Elham and other Female researchers, they experience and perceive themselves being 
fully in charge of their actions and choices.  
5.3.2. I`m not a victim and I am not treated unequally 
 
0RVWRIWKHLQWHUYLHZHGZRPHQGHVFULEHGWKHLUZRUNSODFHDVEHLQJ³JHQGHU
QHXWUDO´)DWLPa). A number of the interviewed Female academics refused to consider 
themselves victims of discrimination at the workplace. These women stressed their 
equal position among other colleagues, including male ones. The empirical studies by 
Kelan (2009, 2010) investigated experiences of gender discrimination of women in the 
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ICT or MBA programs, and according to the obtained results, the interviewees tended to 
depict their place of employment or education as a place with equal gender 
opportunities. Even when discussing the incidents of gender discrimination concerning 
them personally, the respondents still tried to stress that these situations and gender 
discrimination as a phenomenon are not characteristic of their organization (Kelan, 
2009). 
Gill et al. (2016) makes the same observation, when describing how the 
interviewed female students draw upon postfeminist discourses to distance themselves 
from such issue as gender inequality within the academe. Gill et al. (2016) and Kelan 
(2009) describe a number of discursive strategies their study subjects utilize to distance 
themselves from sexism and gender inequalities. Similarly to the empirical works 
mentioned above, the present study has also utilized a number of re-occurring tools and 
practices the MEFA interviewees actively recruited when drawing on postfeminist 
discourse. One of the most common approaches was to turn their unique position as a 
female, and an individual from Middle East, into special and privileged. Another 
approach was to use individual or unique examples from the lives of other colleagues 
(usually white locals) to demonstrate that their, MEFA`s experience, is no worse, or 
even better, and therefore such issues as race or gender inequality are not relevant to the 
context of the UK academe. 
When asked about possible existing gender inequality practices that might have 
negatively impacted her career, Fadia shared a story of her colleague, a white academic, 
who unlike Fadia herself, has an ongoing struggle within finding a permanent position 





still, but her field of research is, has to do with beaten women, yeah, abused 




suffering from gender oppression within academia. Instead of perceiving herself as 
being discriminated against, Fadia notes that her being from Middle East has actually 
opened a number of professional doors before her and has facilitated her employment in 
the UK institutions: 
³,ZDVLQDZD\,FDOOP\VHOIOXFN\EHFDXVHWKHUHDUHIHZSHRSOHZKRKDYHP\
expertise, so being Middle Eastern here became an advantage in finding a job 
EHFDXVH\RX¶UHWDONLQJDERXWDQDUHDDQGLQUHODWLRQWRP\ILHOGKXK\RX¶UH
talking about an area that is completely in the news now, so anyone who are 
related to that in a way or another, that could kind of benefit, yeah, through 
research or through journalism or through any form of information is an 
DVVHW´)DGLD 
Gill et al. (2016) note that such discursive approaches are typical to women who 
try to minimize the possible impact of gender practices within an organisation. The 
researchers argue that such wide and varied toolkit of discourses is used to disavow the 
complexity of gender discrimination which till date exists within the UK academe (Gill 
et al., 2016). Interestingly, the researcher also stresses the wide use of such approach as 
³LQGLYLGXDOLVDWLRQ´ZKLFKLPSOLHVWKDWWKHVSHFLILFH[SHULHQFHRIDJLYHQIHPDOHLV 
isolated or decoupled from the majority of other female experiences (Gill et al., 2016). 
This offers a wide opportunity to use a number of disclaimers, for example, if the 
discriminatory event has indeed taken place, an individual may say that although it has 
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happened it has nothing to do with the reality, and should instead be viewed as an 
exception, and not a general rule. This approach of individualisation was commonly 
adopted throughout multiple narratives of the interviewed MEFA`s, and although 
particXODUO\SRSXODUZLWKLQWKHLQWHUSUHWDWLYHUHSHUWRLUHRI³,CPQRWDYLFWLP´KDVDOVR
occurred throughout other repertoires. 
This notion of denial of gender discriminatory practices and refusal to view 
oneself as a victim of oppression is widely discussed within postfeminism studies 
(Kelan, 2009; Lewis, 2014). Johansson and Sliwa (2013) argue that mixed 
organizational setting constructs an environment or context, where gender and ethnicity 
should not result in an inferior position. At the same time, it is widely accepted that the 
UK academic environment is represented by a white male norm, and therefore, 
³QRQZKLWHQHVV´RU³QRQPDOHQHVV´EHFRPHNH\DVSHFWVWKURXJKZKLFKWKHQRWLRQRI
otherness is constructed (Kelan, 2009).  
Razan, similarly to other respondents, refused to admit instances of institutional 
racism or sexism in her place of employment. She has argued that she has been always 
accepted and treated just like other employees: 
³8PQR,GRQ¶W1R,ZRXOGQ¶WVD\,ZDVWUHDWHGGLIIHUHQWO\1R1R,ZRuld 
KDYHUHPHPEHUHGLILWZDVUHOHYDQWQR,GRQ¶WWKLQNVR´5D]DQ 
Razan has also made it clear that in her opinion she was not given more or 
different responsibilities or withheld from professional opportunities due to her gender 






opportunities to achieve whatevHU,ZDQWWRDFKLHYHDWOHDVW,GRQ¶WIHHOLW«´
(Razan) 
Razan here, similarly to many other participants uses a disclaimer, discussed 
DERYH,QWKLVFDVHWKHGLVFODLPHULV³«DWOHDVW,GRQCWIHHOLW«´*LOOHWDODOVR
note the common use of such small disclaimers within the discourses of the interviewed 
SURIHVVLRQDOZRPHQ³EXW´³LQP\VLWXDWLRQ´HWF,QWKHFDVHRI5D]DQWKHXVHRIWKH
GLVFODLPHU³«DWOHDVW,GRQCWIHHOLW´LPSOLHVDVLIZRPHQKDYHDIUHHFKRLFHWR
experience gender- or race-related discrimination or not. Although, it contradicts 
common sense, as the existence of gender discriminatory practices is well-documented 
throughout the world, and also in the UK academe context (Deem, 2003), this verbal 
construction is widely used by the interviewees to distance their perceptions and 
H[SHULHQFHVIURPWKHRQHVRIZRPHQZKR³FKRVH´WRH[SHULHQFHJHQGHULQHTXDOLW\DQG
thereby ± chose to be victims. This identified discourse is one of the most vivid way in 
which the interviewed MEFAs draw on postfeminism to discuss and construct their 
personal and professional experiences, and it revolves around the sometimes mythical 
QRWLRQRI³FKRLFH´GLVFXVVHGZLWKLQWKHSUHYLRXVVHFWLRQRIWKHSUHVHQWWKHVLV5D]DQ
just like some other interviewees (Jamila, Latifa), included a small disclaimer into their 
response, suggesting that even if the researcher finds some contradicting evidence from 
other female researchers, the latter should be treated as outliers or a matter of personal 
choice. 
Another important disclaimer commonly adopted by the interviewed MEFAs 
concerned their ethnicity. Interestingly, while most of them acknowledged their Middle 
Eastern origin, and its profound effect on their academic identity, others stressed that 
they view themselves as ethnicity neutral, due to intermix of cultures, experience of 
working within different professional environments, etc. The present study argues that 
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this approach is highly similar to that used within the most common postfeminist 
discourses drawn by professional women who deny any incidence of gender 
discrimination at their workplace. These women eliminate the slightest notion of 
possibility that these practices take place. Similarly, the interviewed Middle Eastern 
Academics, were often avoiding drawing attention to their origin in order not to be 
perceived as different or disadvantaged within their professional field. On the other 
hand, the described reaction may be much more complex in nature, due to the 
differential perception of foreign and native employees by their management, as 
reported by some of the respondents, including Tara. 
Sliwa and Johansson (2013) argue that identity can be used as a leverage during 
important negotiations or personal or professional situations, when a foreign employee 
tries to tailor her/ his behaviour to the expectations and perceptions dominating the 
present work environment. The respondent Tara has noted that she often perceived her 
bosses and other key academic staff viewing foreign employees, particularly women, as 
no threat in career sense. Tara argued that she often had a feeling that other employees 
tend to see migrant women researchers as less of a competition, and their general 
expectation was that the latter will be cooperative and less ambitious in a career sense. 
The academic hierarchical structures can be characterised by intense rivalry and 
therefore, it can be hypothesised that playing along the lines of these perceptions and 
H[SHFWDWLRQVFDQSXWPLJUDQWHPSOR\HHVLQD³VDIH´SRVLWLRQZKHQFRPSDUHd to staff 
that is expected to be more ambitious and competitive (i.e., white males) (Yuval-Davis, 
2006).  
When given an example of an obstacle mainly experienced by professional 
women on the career path ± maternity leave and family obligations, Razan has started 
discussing the role and consequences of personal choice in relation to one`s career. 
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Sliwa and Johansson (2013) argue that a typical component of meritocracy discourse 
focuses on the hierarchical progression of an individual up the career ladder. This 
progression, as assumed, occurs irrespective of gender, age, social status or ethnicity of 
an individual. Therefore, professionals are viewed as disembodied subjects, all 
possessing equal opportunities (Kohen, 2004). Their respective achievements are 
compared against a so-called merit (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). Similarly to the 
meritocratic system portrayed by Sliwa and Johansson (2013), Razan`s argument 
suggests that each individual, a man or a woman, has equal chances, and maternity is a 
choice any woman can make, however it is only fair that she will have to face the 






PDWHUQLW\VWXII,GRQ¶WVHHDWOeast for the moment, a difference between the 
FDUHHUFKDQFHVRIP\PDOHFROOHDJXHVDQGP\VHOI´5D]DQ 
Acker (1990) emphasizes that most of the meritocratic systems are constructed 
around the assumption that a model individual pursuing a specific career is a single 
white male, whose only (or at least main focus) revolves around his career and 
professional development. An alternative scenario would be a male, who`s personal 
needs are taken care of by his wife/ partner (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). Allen (2011) 
points out that within the UK academic context, the notion of individualism becomes 
very important when discussing the meritocracy system. It is not the performance or 
needs of a group that are compared to a merit, but rather a single individual (Allen, 
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2011). Therefore, it can be hypothesised that Razan`s perception of maternity being a 
choice some women have to make, somewhat echoes the common meritocratic 
discourse, according to which, each individual carries sole responsibility for his/ her 
achievements and professional success. 
While most of the interviewed women, regardless of their experience of 
encountering gender- or race-based discrimination or lack of it, Razan refuses to see 
maternity leave and family responsibilities as an obstacle on the career path of the 
VXFFHVVIXO)HPDOHUHVHDUFKHU$FFRUGLQJWR5D]DQWKHDFDGHPLFV\VWHP³DFFRXQWV´IRU
these choices and leaves, therefore ensuring that both, male and female researchers have 
equal opportunities and can enjoy the same career growth: 
³%XWQRWEHFDXVH,PHDQEXWLQDVHQVHWKDW\HDKIRUVL[PRQWKV,¶PQRWGRLQJ
DQ\UHVHDUFK,¶PQRWSXEOLVKLQJDQ\SDSHUVVRREYLRXVO\WKLVZLOOQRW%XWLWLV
taken into account by the fact when you are asked to make an end of year review 
of your, each person here has to make their end of year review and what they 
KDYHDFKLHYHGLQWKLV\HDUWKHIDFWWKDWWKHSHUVRQKDVEHHQDZD\IRUOHW¶VVD\
PDWHUQLW\OHDYHRUVLFNOHDYHRUZKDWHYHULW¶VWDNHQLQWRDFFRXQWVR,¶PQRW




Knights and Richards (2003), as well as other researchers, argue that present 
administrative academic system fails to account for women taking maternity leaves and 
compensate for the time they spent away from teaching and research. According to 
them, during the period of maternity leave, Female academics loose important 
professional opportunities, get outcompeted by other research teams, miss networking 
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events, etc. The cumulative effect of all these negative events results in 
underrepresentation of women among higher-paid academic positions, as well as the 
observed distinct pay gap existing within modern UK academia (Moorley, 2014; 
Droomund, 2015)  
5.3.3. My gender and ethnicity have nothing to do with my work 
 
The present study tries to understand complex interplay between different 
components (gender and ethnicity) in shaping experiences of academic women in the 
UK. However, this particular chosen layer, ethnicity, was often difficult to research and 
analyse, as many of the respondents denied negative or positive interplay between their 
ethnicity and gender at their workplace. Two hypotheses can be constructed based on 
these reports: (1) ethnic and gender discrimination does not exist within the UK 
academia; (2) modern professional women do not want to be perceived as victims and 
therefore deny their underprivileged position. The present study utilizes postfeminist 
analysis to present an account of how the Middle Eastern women interpreted their 
situation, and according to the conducted analysis they do not interpreted their situation 
as discriminatory, as they draw on the concept of postfeminism as a discursive 
formation.  
A number of interviewed academics have either directly or indirectly 
demonstrated that their gender (or ethnicity, or both) have nothing to do with their 
work. For instance, Aida and Fadia shared that their ethnicity if anything has only 
contributed to their career and overall success due to the fact that they were able to fill 
in a unique niche and offer expertise that was much needed within a given faculty: 
³,ZDVOLYLQJLQ>[FLW\@,ZDVHQFRXUDJHGDOOWKHWLPHQRWRQWKHEDVLVRIEHLQJ
someone from the Middle East, on the basis of being, you know, a good student 




expertise in, so I suddenly became the expert in that field, and I was offered 
teaching on that basis because I have that kind of expertise in, you know, 
background and the practice basHGH[SHUWLVH´)DGLD 
As discussed above, most of the interviewed MEFAs refuse to view their 
experiences at the UK academe as having anything to do with gender, and on the 
FRQWUDU\SUHIHUWRYLHZWKHLURWKHUQHVV´DVDVRXUFHRIFRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJH*Lll et 
DOQRWHWKDWVXFKLVVXHDVJHQGHULVRIWHQ³XQVSRNHQRI´DQGWKHSURIHVVLRQDO
women rather prefer to discuss such issues as age or qualification in relation to their 
own career trajectory. The researchers argue that this disavows the whole notion of 
sexism and gender discrimination, which makes it very difficult to discuss the diverse 
experiences and issues encountered by the interviewed MEFAs, as it undermines the 
existence of the problem of gender discrimination (Gill et al., 2016). Interestingly, the 
interviewed MEFAs adopt the above mentioned postfeminist discourses not only to 
distance themselves from the issue of gender, but also from their ethnic background, as 
most of them clearly deny their otherness being an obstacle in their career, and instead, 
just like Fadia does, present and contextualize it as a key advantage when compared to 
other non-Middle Eastern academics. 
The experiences of Fadia and Aida, as well as some other interview participants 
allow to better understand how Middle Eastern women choose and follow the path of 
integrating into the UK academic environment. One of the paths available to them is 
possession of rare expertise (knowledge of culture and political background) or skill 
(knowledge of Farsi or Arabic). Yuval-Davis (2006) argues that all sorts of existing 
differences (gender-based or determined by social class) tend to undergo the process of 
naturalization within a given society. Naturalization occurs through attaching biological 
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explanation to a given difference: i.e., older people are wise because they lived long and 
accumulated more knowledge and experience (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Naturalization 
occurs independently in different societies and can lead to different results. In the case 
of Middle Eastern women, it is logical to assume that potential employers or 
collaborators may assume that they have expertise and skills needed for a specific 
project (as the perceptions and judgements are formed only by looking at someone`s 
name). Therefore, it can be suggested that employers often give specific job 
RSSRUWXQLWLHVWR0LGGOH(DVWHUQFDQGLGDWHVDQGODWWHUFDQEHSLJHRQKROHGLQWR³0LGGOH
(DVWHUQ´GLUHFWLRQRIUHVHDUFKPD\EHHYHQDJDLQVWWKHLUZLOO7KLVDVVXPSWLRQZLOOEH
later supported by a few narratives of the researchers. 
Fadia has also shared a similar experience of her origin and expertise 
(knowledge of Arabic and understanding of political situation in the Middle East) 
opening some doors for her in the UK BBC. At the same time when directly asked 
whether she thinks her origin or gender affect her professional experiences, Fadia 
replied that she does not think so. Interestingly, though, Fadia has also shared her 
experience of the university staff members making jokes regarding her being from 






their way of engaging with you but in a very dry English humour [laughs]. So I 
got used to it and then I started hitting back, so if someone, you know, shoot a 
kind of, you know, reference to my origin I just will shoot back on them, you 
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know, like compare it to something stupid that, you know, wherever they come 
IURPGR´)DGLD 
Although Fadia admits these jokes and remarks being perceived by her as 
unpleasant and offensive in the beginning of her career, she quickly adapts to perceive 
WKHPDVQHXWUDO³1REHFDXVHPDQ\WLPHV,MXVWOHWLWJRDQG,GLGQ¶WIHHO,XVHGWRIHHO
,¶PWHOOLQJ\RXDWWKHEHJLQQLQJ,IHOWRIIHQGHGDQGWKDW¶VZK\´)DGLD)DGLDIXUWKHU
stressed that these experiences, even though re-occurring on the regular basis were not 




The story and behaviours of Fadia are rather interesting, but not unique among 
the Middle Eastern female academics who found themselves trying to integrate into the 
UK work environment. On one hand, Fadia completely denies role of gender or 
ethnicity in her professional achievements and decisions. She tries to treat the issues of 
gender, and particularly ethnicity as neutral as possible, and therefore ends up ignoring 
or not acknowledging the fact that her foreignness might have played a positive role in 
her career as well (i.e., invitation to work for BBC). It appears that the strategy adopted 
by Fadia, neutralizing gender and ethnicity helps her integrate into the UK academia, 
just like ignoring or laughing along with jokes of her male colleagues helps her to find 
her social place within a new work team.  
Interestingly, while recognising the existence of gender stereotyping and 
structural barriers within academic environment and other spheres of life, the 
respondent Ghada refused to admit that there may be any sort of gender inequalities 
involved within her current employment place. When asked whether she considers 
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herself having equal promotional opportunities when compared to her male colleagues 
she said that they all had the same likelihood of advancing up the career ladder: 
³%HFRPLQJKHDGRIGHSDUWPHQWIRUH[Dmple than any other of my colleagues? Yeah, I 
WKLQN,KDYHWKHVDPHFKDQFH´*KDGD$WWKHVDPHWLPH*KDGDILUPO\EHOLHYHGWKDW
academic career is highly challenging particularly for women, as they are deprived of 





Ghada highlights that any woman can make a choice of having a child and 
maternity leave, however, within the context of the UK academia these choices are 
associated with a number of challenges, particularly ± the issue of workload distribution 
among colleagues from the same department. Although, according to Ghada, teaching 
load can be re-distributed among the employees who continue working, this practice is 
not considered appropriate as it puts Female`s colleagues under pressure: 
³$QGWKDWLVVRPHWKLQJLPSRUWDQWIRr the majority of women, as soon as you 
decide to have children if you are in any other career, you know, you get a 
QRUPDOPDWHUQLW\OHDYHDQGWKHQSXW\RXUNLGLQD,GRQ¶WNQRZSHUKDSVD
nursery and go back to work. If you are at a university there are a couple of 
SUREOHPVLQWKDWILUVW\RXGRQ¶WJHWDQRUPDOPDWHUQLW\OHDYHWKHVDPHZD\WKDW
you could get outside because there is sort of a fair share of work between 
HYHU\ERG\DQGLIVRPHERG\OHDYHLW¶VQRWOLNHDFRPSDQ\WKDWWKDWORDGZRXOG
be allocated to, you know, a new person would be hired for that period etc. If 
you leave your load would be distributed among your colleagues, because no 
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one like that firstly, and your colleague would dislike you for leaving for 
PDWHUQLW\OHDYH´*KDGD 
Ghada further develops her argument by comparing work and maternity 
experiences of women in academia and private sector, highlighting the issue of pay 
differences and associated difficulties when trying to pay for nursery for children: 
³6HFRQGO\DFDGHPLDMREVDre not really well paid jobs so you cannot afford to 
SXW\RXUNLGLQDQ\QXUVHU\\RXNQRZ\RXKDYHWRZDLWIRU,GRQ¶WNQRZ
public nursery or something like that. So many of the Female academics when 
they have kids they kind of have a hard break on their academy journey just 
EHFDXVHWKH\¶YHKDGNLGV$QG,WKLQNWKDW¶VRQHRIWKHUHDOO\PDLQWKLQJVWKDW
put Female back compared to men. So if you look on the successful academic 
)HPDOHVPDQ\RIWKHPDUHVLQJOHDQGPDQ\RIWKHPGRQ¶WKDYHFKLOGUHQWKDW¶V
RQHWKLQJZKLFKLVVDG´*KDGD 
Therefore, while the problem of career delay associated with maternity leave is 
acute for both, academic and private sector, Female researchers suffer most as they 
proportionately earn less when compared to their counterparts employed by business 
organizations, and therefore experience more financial problems and dependence on 
their partner and family (Pearson, 2014). 
Hadeel, when discussing the issue of the role of her gender and ethnicity in her 
career progression and experience, has touched the topic of representation of men and 
women among higher rank jobs within the University department where she is 
employed: 
³0PP,GRQ¶WNQRZDFWXDOO\,I\RXJRDURXQG\RXILQGWKDWPRVWSHRSOHDUH
Female. Okay, the Vice-Chancellor of the University is a male, the Deputy Vice-
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Chancellor is a Female. The Head of the Business School is a Female. The 
3URJUDPPH&RQYHQRUKHUH,¶PD)HPDOH:H¶YHJRWIRXU3URJUDPPH
&RQYHQRUVWKUHHDUH)HPDOHDQGRQHPDOH:H¶YHJRWORDGVRI)HPDOH:H
actually complained that we are underrepresented in terms of male in our 
GHSDUWPHQW6RZKHQVWXGHQWVFRPHLQWKH\WKLQNLW¶VD)HPDOHMRE$QG;
University originally was an education training college for teachers, and the 
teaching profession has always beeQDVVRFLDWHGZLWK)HPDOHV´+DGHHO 
Some of the respondents reported an opposite situation of the majority of 
department staff being represented by Female employees. In line with previous findings 
(Probert, 2005), the academic male to Female ratio depends on the research focus of the 
department, with more technical or STEM faculties still being dominated by male 
employees (Valla & Ceci, 2014). 
Ibtisam voiced another common opinion about the interviewed women: yes, the 
differences in attitudes towards her do exist among her colleagues, and they are indeed 
related to them perceiving her as a foreigner. However, Ibtisam argues, these comment 
or perceptions merely affect her personal relationships, let alone professional career and 
interactions at work: 




always been respected by my colleagues but of course there are little comments 
there about the Arab woman here and there that is a bit strange that you look at 






The general message delivered by a number of respondents is that even though 
Middle Eastern Female academics are perceived as foreigners and do have to integrate 
into the male-dominanated academic environment, they do not view themselves as 
YLFWLPVRUEHLQJLQDQXQGHUSULYLOHJHGSRVLWLRQ³,¶YHQHYHUIHOWWKDW,¶PEHLQg given 
more as a Female member of staff, we all are overloaded, everyone, male and Female, 
\HDK´-DPLOD 
5.3.4. I deal with sexism/ racism myself 
 
The sub-interpretive repertoire of sexism and racism regularly re-occurred 
during the interview process. The responses and perceptions of Female academics 
regarding existence of such phenomena within the UK academia, as well as their 
UHDFWLRQYDULHGJUHDWO\IURPIXOODFNQRZOHGJHPHQWWRFRPSOHWHGHQLDO$OHPGDUR÷OX
(2015) suggests to view gender as a key determinant of one`s social position and role. 
The respondent Durra, however, have stressed it multiple times that even though she 
recognises difficult position of women in academia, herself being a Female researcher 
has not interfered with her career: 
³%XW,Go think that being a woman in academia or in fact any workplace due to 
structural sexism in society is a really difficult and significant thing. I think 
WKDW¶VGHILQLWHO\VRPHWKLQJWKDW\HDKZRPDQKDYHWRNLQGRIWDNHRQDVD
challenge actually in the woUNSODFH´'XUUD 
A relatively small proportion of the interviewed women adopted an active 
position regarding gender discrimination in their respective universities. One of them, 
Elham, was discussing a situation which emerged within the department where she is 
employed. Among 50 of the academic staff, there is only one Female professor. In line 
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with Sliwa and Johansson`s (2013) argument, Elham engaged into an activist group 
within the university trying to take steps and address the existing issue: 
³,¶PLQYROYHGLQDJURXSRIZRPHQZKR¶VEHHQWDONLQJWRWKHDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ
actually about kind of trying to look more closely at this but, you know, women 
WHQGWREHJLYHQKLJKHUWHDFKLQJORDGVKLJKHUDGPLQLVWUDWLRQORDGVWKH\¶UH
promoted less so you find many more women lecturers and fewer women 
OHDGHUVDQGSURIHVVRUVDQGLWVHHPVWREHVRPHWKLQJWKDW¶VTXLWHHQGHPLFZLWKLQ
the politics and political science, international relations field in particular. So 
WKDW¶VEHHQVRPHWKLQJ,GLGQ¶WNQRZWKDW,¶YHOHDUQHGKaving kind of been in this 
FDUHHUVRLW¶VTXLWHFKDOOHQJLQJ7KHUH¶V\RXNQRZDVHWRIFKDOOHQJHVIRUHDUO\




The key questions, which according to Elham are crucial to address are: 
underrepresentation of women among top ranked positions, limiting workload and 
RYHUFRPLQJVWUXFWXUDOEDUULHUVVXFKDVXQUHDOLVWLFH[SHFWDWLRQV,QWHUHVWLQJO\ĝOLZDDQG
Johansson (2013) actively discuss the harmful effects of unrealistic expectations in 
relation to academic staff, and particularly ± WRZDUGV)HPDOHHPSOR\HHVĝOLZDDnd 
Johansson (2013) further argue that the principles of meritocracy have been internalised 
within the modern academic institutions, and an individual experiences pressure of 
meeting the expectations of a particular merit. Within the situation described by Elham, 
women that work in departments largely represented by males experience double 
pressure, as they often feel as if they have to set an example and perceive themselves as 
representatives of their gender as a whole (Knights & Richards, 2003). Therefore, 
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challenges mentioned by Elham may be of psychological nature, as this situation of 
internalised meritocracy combined with biased ratio of male versus Female professors 
FUHDWHVSUHVVXUHZKLFKLVRIWHQGLIILFXOWWRKDQGOHĝOLZD	-RKDQVVRQ 
During the analysis of the interviews it became obvious that perceptions of 
sexism and racism differ among the female respondents. Some of the female academics 
were much less likely to recognise racism and confront it as such, when compared to 
others. For instance, Fadia shared that once she has moved to a new work place, she has 






their way of engaging with you but in a very dry English humour [laughs]. So I 
got used to it and then I started hitting back, so if someone, you know, shoot a 
kind of, you know, reference to my origin I just will shoot back on them, you 
know, like compare it to something stupid that, you know, wherever they come 
IURPGR´)DGLD 
Fadia was one of the interviewees who, even though barely acknowledging and 
admitting the existence of racist practices, chose to confront them on an individual 
basis. Similarly to the respondents interviewed by Kelan (2009), she has highlighted 
that the incidents were rare and were not meant as hateful or discriminatory neither 
against her gender, nor ethnicity. Lewis (2014) argues that this situation is very typical 
for professional environment, where Female employees tend to underestimate frequency 
and impact of gender discriminatory practices, and believe that the only way to 
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RYHUFRPHWKHPLVDGRSWLQJDQLQGLYLGXDOVWUDWHJ\³7KLVRULHQWDWLRQis part of a 
postfeminist climate where women`s belief that they are equal means that ongoing 
sources of inequality are ignored, rendered invisible and have become increasingly 
GLIILFXOWWRQDPH´/HZLVS 
5.3.5. Masculinity and Integration: Gender equality is sorted 
 
The issues of masculinity and dominant male norm have been widely discussed 
within the topic of integration of the female academics into the UK university 
environment. While most of the women presented the UK academe as ethnically and 
gender neutral environment, they still used disclaimers to highlight certain existing 
differences between the attitudes towards male and female colleagues. Other MEFAs, 
for example Aida, openly addressed existing discrepancies, such as perception of 
women as less ambitious and likely to question the existing order at work. The present 
section will discuss the masculine norm, and various approaches the interviewed 
MEFAs shared regarding their integration into the male-dominant environment. 
Masculinity and its perception in business and academic environment has been a focus 
of both theoretical and empirical research for a long time (Knights & Richards, 2003). 
Knights and Richards (2003) argue that masculinity has long been attempting to claim 
an entire domain of technology, as well as science to itself. It is further suggested that 
according to the contemporary discourse, masculinity has been linked to logic, 
rationality, as well as alienated from emotions and body (Corneau & Shouldice, 1991). 
Knights and Richards (2003) argue that this perception of masculinity has largely 
affected the social construction of technology and science. Both of these knowledge 
domains were characterised using masculine practices, while science has been 
traditionally associated with cold and calculated actions, aiming at conquering and 
mastering nature. It is argued that these perceptions and stereotypes continue to 
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dominate modern science, reinforcing gender stereotyping and male dominance 
(Knights & Richards, 2003). The present study has also encountered the discourse of 
masculinity and its role in science and forming female identities and behaviours. 
Interestingly, in her narrative, Aida refers to masculinity and adoption of 
masculine trait by professional women as a way to overcome and deal with typical 












adopting masculine attitude (which according to Aida refers to asking questions and 
being able to tell people no), can help her achieve success at work. The respondent also 
implies that professional women who adopt masculine behaviour are less likely to doubt 
themselves as far as professional capabilities, and therefore have higher chances to 
advance in their career.  
Similarly to Aida, a number of researchers discuss the phenomenon of 




stereotyping puts women into negative position when compared to their male 
counterparts, as male behaviour is often what is expected from ambitious women who 
want to succeed. Male behaviours include adoption of male leadership style (focus on 
subordination, meritocracy, etc.), and in order to fit into the modern professional world 
a number of women attempts to modify their own leadership style and behaviour to fit 
the existing stereotype. In line with Lewis` (2014) argument, understanding adaptation 
of conventional masculine behaviours allows to understand how modern Female 
professionals integrate themselves into the male dominated world. In the case of Aida, 
the Female researcher fights stereotypes by arming herself with a stereotypes: women 




WKH\ZRQ¶WDVNIRUDSURPRWLRQWKH\GRQ¶Wask for a raise. In a company they 
are, in industry normally there are systems, although also asking is important but 
there are also systems so if you never ask you end up getting promotion and 
raises, etc., etc., but in academia, there is no system for that so you always have 





Both Ghada and Aida consider asking questions a more masculine type of 
behaviour, which if adopted can bring female professional certain benefits. Their 
argument supports findings of Knights and Richards (2003) who also note that in 
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science and technology (as well as in business world), more initiative and aggressive 
behavioural patterns are considered masculine. The entire concept of science is 
attributed a number of masculine characteristics: logic-driven, aggressive, emotionless 
(Knights & Richards, 2003). Therefore, women who chose not to adopt and adjust to a 
masculine type of behaviour, put themselves into unprivileged position. Interestingly, 
ZKLOH$LGDFKRRVHVWR³DVNTXHVWLRQV´ DQG³VD\QR´KHUHE\DGRSWLQJDPDVFXOLQH
position), Ghada seems to voluntarily put herself into an unprivileged position, as she 
also refuses to ask for promotion or behave aggressively with her colleagues to prove 
her point and worth. Therefore, it can be seen that the discourse of individual choice re-
occurs here as well, differentially determining career projections of the two female 
academics. 
5.4. Postfeminist Interpretive Repertoire ± µ1DWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHV 
 
7KHUHSHUWRLUHRIµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOdifferences often dominated the discussion. A 
QXPEHURIUHVHDUFKHUVGLVFXVVµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHVDVPDLQSURIHVVLRQDOIHDWXUHV
and approaches men and women can differentially contribute to a given organization 
'UXVNDW%XWWQHUµ1DWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHVLVDQLPSRUWDQWUHSHUWRLUH
that can be traced down in a number of the collected narratives and involved the 
interviewees interpreting differences between staff as connected to gender. For instance, 
Ghada shared her perception of the µQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHVXVLQJDQH[DPSOHIURP
her corporate work past back home: 
³,WKLQNWKDWH[SUHVVLQJ\RXUDQJHULVVRPHWKLQJWKDWPDOHDQGIHPDOHKDYHTXLWH
different approach to it like I cry if somebody, anybody upset you and most of 
my male friends or colleagues shout and I think this cry and shout have the same 
YDOXHLIVKRXWLQJLIFU\LQJLVEDGVKRXWLQJLVHTXDOO\EDGLW¶VWKHVDPHEXWLW¶V
not on the same level of acceptance in the setting, in the, like in the society so 
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when you are in a meeting if you cry everybody will pity you, if you shout 
HYHU\ERG\MXVW\RXNQRZJLYH\RXUHVSHFW6RLW¶VVRPHWKLQJWKDW,PD\VKRXW
WKHVHGD\VEXWLW¶VMXVWNLQGRIDKDELWWKDW,DGRSWHGRYHU\HDUVRIEHLQJLQ
these male dominant, you know, environment that if I want my work to go 
WKURXJK,NQRZ,VKRXOGDQG,¶PXSVHW,ZDQW³:K\GLGQ¶W\RXGRWKLV"<RX
should have done this because, you know, we discussed about it, you should 
KDYHGRQHWKLVWKLVZD\QRWWKHRWKHUZD\´QRZ,NQRZ,VKRXOGVKRXWEXW,¶P




as far as demonstrating her emotions and building a professional argument at 
workplace. At the same time, according to the narrative, Ghada fully acknowledges the 
price of her choice (exclusion rather than inclusion), and expecting less attention and 
respect from her colleagues when compared to more aggressive masculine approach to 
communication and debate.  
5.4.1. Female academics don`t say no to academic tasks 
 
A number of studies have demonstrated bias in workload distribution among 
male and female academic employees (Hult et al., 2005). Hult et al. (2005) argue that 
Female academics often report negative professional experience due to the fact that the 
faculty assigns them more administrative tasks as well as teaching hours. In line with 
these results, the respondent Elham reported presence of similar practices in her 
institution of employment: 
³$QG\RXNQRZWKHDQVZHULVWKDWLWVKRXOGQ¶WEHWKDWZD\WKHUHVKRXOGEH




certain type of skill set so as a result they get more administrative 
UHVSRQVLELOLWLHVZLWKLQWKHGHSDUWPHQW´(OKDP 
Hult et al. (2005) argues that situations of misbalanced workload similar to this 
have a number of negative consequences for the Female employees. Female academics 
feel overloaded with administrative and teaching tasks, and have much less time to 
pursue their research goals. Within the academic environment, the key path to success 
and moving up the career ladder is publishing one`s research. Therefore, once Female 
academics are deprived of their time to conduct research and write manuscripts, they are 
automatically robbed of their chances to succeed within the chosen career path. Apart 
from financial consequences of the situation described by Elham, overloading of Female 
academics with teaching and administrative tasks has another negative effect ± 
psychological (Wyche & Gravis, 1992).  
Researchers who fail to keep up with their peers as far as publishing and 
validating their competence, feel less motivated and satisfied with their job, as well as 
with their own professional capabilities. One of the outcomes of this widely discussed 
in literature is the feeling of being a charlatan ± taking up spot that belongs to a more 
qualified candidate (Wyche & Gravis, 1992). Despite being a widely discussed notion 
within theoretical literature (Wyche & Gravis, 1992), none of the interview participants, 
except for =DLQDEKDYHEURXJKWXSWKHLVVXH=DLQDEVKDUHG³,GRQCWWKLQN,ZDV
GLVFULPLQDWHGE\P\FROOHDJXHV«0D\EHLWLVMXVWDERXWPHEXWHYHU\WLPH,JRWD
contract I felt that I have to work harder than everybody else to prove that my 
supervisor did not make DPLVWDNHZKHQKLULQJPH«´,QWKHFDVHRI=DLQDEWKH
accumulated stress has finally led to her decision of cutting on her work hours, and 
considering being stay-at-home mother. 
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According to Aida, the stereotype of women not being able of saying no to an 
aGPLQLVWUDWLYHWDVNVRULJLQDWHVLQWKHµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHV$LGDDUJXHVWKDW
women and men significantly differ in their reactions and responses, as well as attitude 
WRZDUGVDXWKRULW\³«ZKHQ,ZDVVWDUWLQJP\FDUHHUWKH\VDLG³ZRPHQDFDGHPLFV
nHYHUVD\QRDQGWKH\QHYHUDVNTXHVWLRQV«´$LGD 
Durra`s narrative suggests that throughout her professional career, she has been 
pigeonholed into researching topics that she was not particularly interested in simply 
because she was of Middle Eastern origin, and presumably had qualifications and skills 
needed to succeed within the chosen research direction. Durra has also highlighted that 
this practice has also something to do with her being woman, as she was presumed to be 
less likely to confront her supervisor and demand him/ her to change the topic: 
³,WKLQNEHLQJDZRPDQPHDQWPDGHPHEHSLJHRQKROHGWRGRWKHVRUWRI
UHVHDUFK,GRDFWXDOO\VR,GRVWXIIRQUHIXJHHDQGPLJUDWLRQODZDQG,¶PQRW
VD\LQJWKDW,¶PQRWLQWHUHVWHGLQLWRIFRXUVH,ZDVEut there was a definite 
attitude from the people who were advising me about what research to do that I 





Although, Sliwa and Johansson (2013) argue that traditionally women are 
burdened with extra administrative responsibilities, the encountered issue might be 
PXFKEURDGHU7KHSUHVHQWVWXG\K\SRWKHVLVHVWKDWGXHWRWKHSHUFHSWLRQRIµQDWXUDO¶
sexual differences, Female academic employees are often manipulated or pigeonholed 
into conducting extra work or researcher they would otherwise not be interested in 
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doing. The present research suggests that in the case of Middle Eastern women, they are 
often pigeonholed into pursuing research related to their region of origin, often without 
them being too enthusiastic about it. 
Najat has shared her experience of receiving responsibilities that are below her 
qualification and capacity ± she was not given a module to lead when the new semester 
started. Najat considered herself qualified and experienced enough to lead a module, 
therefore, the news have upset her: 
³,¶PQRWOHDGLQJDPRGXOHEXWZKHQWKHGLVWULEXWLRQRIWHDFKLQJKDSSHQHG,¶YH
QRWLFHGWKDW,ZDVQ¶WJLYHQDPRGXOe to lead this year, I thought that it might 
happen, I assumed this would happen automatically as it was my second year, 
EXWWKHQ,¶YHQRWLFHGWKDW,¶PWHDFKLQJEXW,¶PQRWDFWXDOO\OHDGLQJPRGXOH,¶P
given the responsibility of being an admissions officer which is more like an 
administrative role rather than a teaching role, so I did ask the programme 
OHDGHU«´1DMDW 
Despite widespread perception of women finding it difficult to disagree with 
administrative decisions, Najat has initiated a process of discussion trying to obtain 
teaching privileges similar to those of other employees. Najat refused to express her 
open judgement and critical analysis of the situation, and therefore it is not clear 
whether the refusal to give her own model had any discriminatory roots or had only to 
do with the fact that she is a relatively new employee within the department. Overall, it 
appeared that the Female researcher perceives the entire situation as highly upsetting 
and unfair and attempts to initiate a dialogue with the administration to change it. She 
was also deliberately avoiding any mentioning of ethnic or gender discriminatory 
practices, similarly to some other interviewees. It seems, that although all of the 
respondents were told that the study will maintain the highest degree of data privacy 
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and anonymity, some were still afraid to openly express their opinion in an attempt to 
avoid their identity being disclosed and facing circumstances at their current workplace. 
µ1DWXUDO¶GLIIHUHQFHVFDUHHUFKRLFHDQGGLVDGYDQWDJHGSRVLWLRQ 
 
Suraya has shared her experience of being one of a few women within the 
Department of Mathematics. According to her interpretation, being a woman does not 
reduce one`s chances to become a permanent employee within the department, as 
Suraya personally never felt discriminated against while being interviewed for a 
position. At the same time any career break, including a maternity leave, puts 
individuals into an unprivileged position. Suraya admitted that people within the 
academia choosing to have a family and children are faced with a need to sacrifice some 
part of their potential career success. This observation is in line with an overall 
theoretical and empirical data concerning structural barriers within the modern 
academic environment (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). 
Not all of the respondents interviewed for the present study named gender and 
ethnicity as some of the constraints they had experienced within the UK academic 
environment. The respondent Aida chose to stress multiple times that the only obstacles 
she has encountered were of financial nature: 
³<HDK,WKHREVWDFOHRIFRXUVHZDVPRQH\DOZD\s was money when I was 
getting my graduate Degrees, but I took out student loans as I said, and it took 
something like fifteen years to pay all of it off, but I have, I did manage to do 
WKDWDFRXSOHRI\HDUVEDFNVRWKDWUHDOO\ZDVWKHELJJHVWREVWDFOH´ (Aida) 
At the same time Aida on multiple occasions recognised that family, taking care 
of children or divorce process can be a major obstacle and time-consuming 
responsibility for other female academics: 
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³«DQG,GRQ¶WKDYHWREHDIXOO-time mother so I dRQ¶WKDYHWKHSUHVVXUHVRQPH




The current study critically analysed narratives of female academics of highly 
diverse personal and professional backgrounds, i.e. explore their experiences within the 
UK and Middle Eastern context. Ghada, however recognised that the existing 




think that everything is equal, equal, in the face everything is equal, equal but in 
reality there are many things I think in the culture that are shaped from the male 
dominant culture and in the system value that are shaped by the male dominant 
culture and then when women enter those cultures they have to kind of adopt the 
FXOWXUHDQGLWIHHOVOLNH,IHHOLW¶VEHHQUHDOO\LW¶VVWLOOPDOHGRPLQDQWVRWKH
level of acceptance towards female behaviour, female natural behaviour is also 
OHVVDQGOHVV\RXNQRZ´*KDGD 
Ghada stressed that in her experience, there is less acceptance and respect for 
natural female behaviours (crying in the situation of high stress, relationship-focus 
leadership and management style, etc.). Interestingly, it takes Ghada some struggle to 
admit that even within her current UK workplace she may experience similar kind of 
attitudes and problems concerning her inclusion into academic environment because she 






problems myself but for example confidence is different in the way that you 
H[SUHVV\RXUFRQILGHQFHLVTXLWHGLIIHUHQWLQPDOH,WKLQN´*KDGD 
$SDUWIURPGLVFXVVLQJGLIIHUHQWH[DPSOHVRIVLWXDWLRQVZKHUHµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDO
differences become more pronounced, Ghada also shares her perception of roots of the 






Therefore, according to Ghada`s narrative, female reluctance to take an active 
position within the workplace environment, and, for instance, request promotion or 
refuse extra teaching hours and administrative tasks can be excused by the traditional 
upbringing of girls within both, Western and Middle Eastern worlds. 
Unlike, Ghada, a number of respondents (i.e., Aida) while also recognising 
existence of WKHµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHVFKRVHWRDGRSWPRUHDJJUHVVLYHPDVFXOLQH
approach within their given workplace environments. Lewis (2014) discusses this 
phenomenon as a widespread characteristic of entrepreneurship women who find their 










feminist is something bad. So it was very surprising for me when I came here 
KRZDSROLWLFDODQGGHSROLWLFLVHGSHRSOHDUH\HDK´7DUD 
Tara`s narrative focuses on perceptions of female professionals by academic 
staff, and also ± of ethnic minority women. She argues that as a migrant she is expected 
to comply with a certain type of stereotype that has been constructed on the basis of her 
foreignness and otherness: 
³,WKLQNLW¶VDFRPELQDWLRQRIWKDWEHFDXVH,WKLQNWKHUHLV,WKLQNWKHUHDUH
different, for example when you think about your relationship with your line 
PDQDJHUDQGVRRQWKHUHDUHGLIIHUHQWH[SHFWDWLRQVLQWKDWSHUVRQ¶VPLQGDERXW
how different people should be behaving and I think this is gendered and it is 
ethicised, so for example as an ethnic minority woman you need to be behaving 
LQDFHUWDLQZD\´7DUD 
Interestingly, according to Tara, as a migrant she is not being perceived as a 
threat within a highly competitive white male dominated academic environment: 
³6XFKDVQRWTXHVWLRQLQJ\RXNQRZPRUHVXEPLVVLYHUHDG\WRKHOSDOOWKHWLPH
DOZD\VFRRSHUDWLYHDQGVRRQ6R\RXVKRXOGQ¶WUHDOO\EHUDLVLQJ\RXUYRLFH
much, you are migrant, you know, yRXDUHDZRPDQDQGVRRQDQG,WKLQNLW¶V
not only being an ethnic minority or being a woman because I can see that white 
ZRPDQIRUH[DPSOHFDQ¶WWDNHWKH\FDQ¶WKDYHDGLIIHUHQWVXEMHFWSRVLWLRQRU
HWKQLFPLQRULW\PDQ6R,WKLQNLW¶VPRUHWKHPL[WXUHWhat it raises certain 
224 
 
expectations and I think certain kind of behaviours succeed more so if you are, if 
\RXILWWRWKHPRUHIRUH[DPSOH,NQRZSHRSOHLW¶VOLNHLI\RX¶UHDQHWKQLF
PLQRULW\LWGRHVQ¶WPHDQWKDW\RXFDQ¶WVXFFHHGEXW,WKLQN\RXVKRXOGQ¶W be 
perceived as a threat in a way. I mean authority never likes I mean a threat to 
itself anyway or questioning and so on, this is something we know, so they want 
people who would be cooperating with them. So if you for example are a 
woman, you know, with a child and so on, you know, if you are fitting to that 
kind of what is expected of a woman to be or an ethnic minority woman to be 
WKHQ\RXFDQ,WKLQNRYHUFRPHVRPHRIWKHEDUULHUVHDVLO\´7DUD 
$OHPGDUR÷OXDUJXHVWKDWZKLOHWKHGRPLQDWHG:HVWHrn perspective views 
Islam and Muslim culture in general as a source of oppressive practices against women, 
the Middle Eastern researchers as well as scholars from other regions have 
demonstrated that gender discrimination is a more widespread phenomenon that cannot 
be attributed to a particular religion or culture. In line with the results of the previous 
studies (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013) gender discrimination was a re-occurring narrative 
during the interviews. Multiple respondents have mentioned the underprivileged role 
female academics are assigned within the modern UK universities.  
The interviewee Elham clearly acknowledged existence of gender discrimination 
in her own university, as well as provided one of the reasons that are commonly 
believed to justify the existing gender gap: 
³,QSUDFWLFHWKHUH¶VDFOHDUJDSLQZKDW¶VSRVVLEOHIRUPDOHFROOHDJXHVDQGZKDW¶V
SRVVLEOHIRUIHPDOHFROOHDJXHVLWZRXOGVHHPEDVHGRQWKHQXPEHUV«6RPH





At the same time, the interviewee acknowledged that she finds it difficult to 
believe that such dramatic underrepresentation of female is due to chance: 
³,GRQ¶WEHOLHYHWKDWLQDGHSDUWPHQWRIVD\UDQGRPQXPEHUILIW\SHRSOHZKHUH
ten of them are professors that only one woman is qualified to be a professor. 
1R,GRQ¶WEHOLHYHWKDWWKDW¶V«´(OKDP 
According to one of the interviewees, Elham, academic career is challenges as it 
is, however women face much more challenges when compared to males: 
³,WKLQNLW¶VFKDOOHQJLQJIRUHYHU\RQH,WKLQNWKHUHDUHSDUWLFXODUFKDOOHQJHVIRU
women, you know, for example there is a very large department, not the 
GHSDUWPHQW,¶PLQDWWKHPRPHQWDOWKRXJKZHKDYHWKHVDPHDFWXDOO\ZHKDYH
the same in my department, in this department and another department both have 
staffs of between thirty-ILYHDQGILIW\SHRSOHRQHZRPDQSURIHVVRU´(OKDP 
The underrepresentation of women, particularly in STEM departments has been 
a widely discussed problem that persists in a number of the UK, as well as other 
universities. A number of researchers have discussed different ways in which female 
academics try to cope with the situation: some, as discussed above, adapt to the 
expected male pattern of behaviour (being less feminine in clothing and leadership 
style, etc.) and try to integrate into the existing situation without challenging current 
status quo.  
5.5. Postfeminist Interpretive Repertoire ± Retreatism: Western tradition of 
working mothers 
 
Another important interpretative repertoire identified within the present study 
concerned the role of family and combining family and work responsibilities by the 
MEFAs employed within the UK academe. The repertoire is closely intertwined with 
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other repertoires and sub-repertoires discussed above, such as for instance, choice and 
not positioning oneself as a victim despite an overwhelming amount of work and family 
related obligations. The interviewed female academics have actively drawn on 
postfeminist discourse to describe and reflect on their experiences within the UK 
academe. 
Some of the most interesting sub-repertoires included the one concerning coping 
with difficulties, such as choosing to have a family while maintaining active 
professional life; and integrating into a male-based work environment. The interviewed 
women have often highlighted the differences between the female and male work-
related behaviour, and while some made it clear it was their choice to continue more 
³VRIW´IHPDOH-like behaviour, others, like for instance Aida, have openly stated that they 
had to adopt a more aggressive masculine model (similar to the discussion by Wetherell 
et al., 2001). Aida has further shared KHUSHUFHSWLRQRI³ZRPHQDFDGHPLFVQHYHUVD\QR
DQGWKH\QHYHUDVNTXHVWLRQV´WKHRU\GLVFXVVHGLQDJUHDWHUGHWDLOZLWKLQWKHVHFWLRQ
below), and expressed that her success in life, and the fact that she can effectively 
combine family and work-related commitments is partially due to her position of a 
feminist. In Aida`s interpretation herself being open about her life views allowed her to 
immediately get back to work after giving birth, without feeling guilty; the same 
position, according to Aida, has also allowed her to recognise the existing situation of 
inequality (necessity to take care of children combined with high expectations at work), 
and therefore seek for professional help of a child caretaker. 
Such openness and directness was rather scarce within the analysed discourses, 
as most of the interviewed MEFAs refused to admit any existence of structural barriers, 
particularly in relation to ethnicity. Interestingly, although a number of women 
distanced themselves from any notion of gender discrimination at work place related to 
maternity leave or continuation of their career afterwards (which is in line with the 
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findings by Gill et al., 2016), a relatively large proportions of MEFAs acknowledge 
existence of invisible barriers, which made choices like having a family much more 
difficult for female academics when compared to their male counterparts. At the same 
time, it is important to mention, that majority of the interviewees denied any existence 
of obstacles associated with their ethnic background or position of foreigners within the 
UK. At the same time, on multiple occasions, the interviewees chose to share that they 
were missing their own (as opposed to husbands` or partners`) families, and support 
they might have provided. At the same time, this has not been openly recognised as a 
disadvantaged position (when compared to the local UK colleagues) by any of the 
interviewed MEFAs, since it has been their free choice to move to the UK. This 
example illustrates how the UK academe MEFAs draw on the postfeminist discourse to 
reflect on their family- and work-related experiences. 
5.5.1. Parental involvement in western tradition 
 
Another important sur-repertoire that has emerged during the process of data 
analysis is that of the role of father, as far as helping with chores and participating in 
taking care of children. Some of the respondents therefore tended to stress that their 
husbands/ fathers were particularly supportive which had a significant positive effect on 
WKHLUFDUHHU³«DQG,ZDVKHOSHGE\Whe fact that my ex-husband was, was and is a 
IDEXORXVIDWKHUDQGVRKHZDVYHU\LQYROYHGLQWKDWVRWKDWUHDOO\KHOSHG«´$LGD 
The respondent Aida has mentioned during the interview that due to the help she 
has received from her ex-husband and professional child-minders, she was able to take 
very short career breaks when having her two children. When asked how she felt about 
going back to work so soon after having children, the researcher replied that practical 
circumstances (help from the ex-husband and child-minders) as well as ideological 
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reasons made it easy and necessary for her to get working as soon as possible. Being a 
feminist, Aida noted, made her decision to continue her career much easier: 
³*UHDWSDUWO\IRUWZRUHDVRQVRQHSUDFWLFDORQHLGeological, the ideological 
UHDVRQLV,¶PDIHPLQLVWDQG,¶P,ZDVYHU\KDSS\WRMXVWWDNHDYHU\EULHIEUHDN
DQGJREDFNWRZRUN«,KDYHKDGDQDPD]LQJFKLOG-minder who has raised 
ERWKRIP\NLGVVLQFHWKH\ZHUHIRXUPRQWKVROGDQGVKH¶VDVKHDQGKHU
husband are both child-PLQGHUVDQGWKH\¶YHEHHQFKLOG-minders since they, for 
fifteen years, so they have far more experience of raising kids than I ever did, 
and they were wonderful and they lived across the street, so in a way I never felt 
that it was that I was abandoning my kids to a worse fate, I was sure that they 
were getting enormous amounts of love and good food and affection and cuddles 
and kisses and playtime in my child-PLQGHU¶VKRXVHDQG,WKLQNWKDWWKDWPDGH
the decision much easier to take DEUHDNWRJREDFN´$LGD 
Ibtisam, similarly to Aida, has acknowledged the role of family helping her to 
raise children:  
³<HDK,WKLQN\HDKEHFDXVHZHGRQ¶WKDYHIDPLO\KHUHDV,VDLG,KDYHD
EURWKHULQ/HHGVDQGVRLW¶VDELWIDUDZD\DQGWKHQZHdepend on each other 
mainly so my mother-in-ODZZLOOFRPHDQGKHOSOLNHZKHQHYHUVKHFDQEXWLW¶V
QRWHDV\EHFDXVHWKDW¶VZKHUHRQHPLVVHVRQHIDPLO\´,EWLVDP 
Ibtisam draws a distinct line between obtaining help from the UK part of the 
family (parents of her husband), and her own family from back home. When having to 
raise a child and work in the UK she feels herself slightly isolated and misses her 
family. Raffsndottir and Heijstra (2013) and Qi (2016) discuss the role of extended 
family in helping a working mother with family responsibilities and getting back on 
professional track. The researchers argue that conducted empirical study showed equal 
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distribution of work hours (approximately 60 hours per week) for both genders, women 
repeatedly had more home-related chores to be taken care of when compared to their 
husbands or partners (Raffsndottir & Heijstra, 2013). 
Magda has shared her experience of discussing family plans with her partner. 
They both decided to equally split family-related responsibilities, to allow Magda to get 
back to work as soon as possible. Equal distribution of responsibilities may have also 
been the factor that influenced her partner and Magda to make a decision to have only 
one child: 
 ³,VHHWKHOLQNVWKDWWKRVH\RXNQRZZKRKDYe either young children or elderly 
SDUHQWVDQGORRNDIWHUWKHPLW¶VDVWUXJJOHWRWLFNDOOWKHER[HV,SHUVRQDOO\
KDYHQ¶WIHOWLWEXW,VKRXOGDOVRVD\WKDW,GLGWDNHDGHFLVLRQWRQRWKDYHPRUH
than one children, I mean I think that I felt, I mean this was something that my 
KXVEDQGDOVRIHOWWKDWWKH\WKRXJKW\RXNQRZLW¶VRND\ZLWKRQHFKLOGVRUWRIWR
PDQDJHEXWKHGLGQ¶WZDQWWREHLQWKHSRVLWLRQZKHUHDOOKHZDVGRLQJZDV




to being a victim to institutional obstacles related to gender. The interviewees felt it was 
important to use disclaimers throughout the parts of the interview concerning sensitive 
topics of ethnicity and gender, as if to re-assure the investigator that they are indeed not 





5.5.2. Balancing work and home and slowing down for children 
 
It is argued that the most difficult part of life where the merit for academic 
success and home responsibilities seem to compete is raising children. There is multiple 
empirical evidence demonstrating that employed academic mothers and spouses 
experience high levels of stress, and find it increasingly difficult to meet the work-
related deadlines, as well as expectations posed by the society in regards to motherhood 
(Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). The Female researchers who want to advance in their 
academic career have to constantly think about how much of their time and presence 
and maternal involvement is needed to satisfy growing emotional needs of their child or 
children (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). This and other similar dilemmas put an extreme 
burden of pressure and responsibility which only adds to the existing pressure to 
advance within highly competitive academia. It can therefore be argued that academic 
woman experiences two contradicting pressures ± the one to succeed within her 
professional field by complying with high merit standards, and another woman ± to 
fulfil her obligations as a mother (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). 
Finding a work/ home balance was another re-occurring narrative that was 
commonly encountered within the respondents` answers. Most of the interviewed 
respondents chose to discuss the topic of combining work and home-related 
responsibilities and recognised its importance in their career and life decisions. Durra, 
one of the respondents, shared that she lives with her partner but does not have children, 
and in her opinion this has a major effect on her work and career: 
³7KH\KRPHUHVSRQVLELOLWLHVGRQ¶WUHDOO\,ZRUNDWKRPHDQG,ZRUNDWZRUN,
MXVWZRUNDOOWKHWLPHUHDOO\,GRQ¶WKDYHFKLOGUHQ,FDQLPDJLQHLI,KDG




Interestingly, one of the respondents has mentioned that with years she learned 
to appreciate children taking her time and distracting her from long (although apparently 
enjoyable) working hours in academia: 
³1RLWGRHVQ¶WLWDFWXDOO\,DFWXDOO\WKHROder I get I really look forward to 
being slowed down a bit by the kids because you know, this morning I have 
FRPHWRZRUN,¶YHJRWLQWRZRUNDURXQGQLQH-WKLUW\,¶PJRLQJWREHKHUHWLOO
about six or six-WKLUW\WRPRUURZ,¶PJRLQJWRKDYHWRVWDUWWHDFKLQg at nine, I 
KDYHVWXIIWRGRDWZRUNWLOOVHYHQ,¶PDFWXDOO\ORRNLQJIRUZDUGWRZKHQWKHNLGV
come to mine so that I can leave at four-thirty and be with them you know, 
ILQLVKP\ZRUNDWKRPH«´$LGD 
But once again, the female researcher has stressed that this combination has 
successfully worked for her due to a sequence of successful events: friendly department 
ran by a Female academic, divorce with her husband and him taking care of children 
every second week, child-minders living across the street, etc. Aida has admitted that an 
attempt to combine family and work in a similar way has not been as successful for 
some of the Female colleagues she knows. 
Maternity leave and its impact on professional career also came up during the 
interviews, although many of the respondents did not have children. While some of the 
respondents recognised negative impact of leaves on female professional career, others, 
like Elham, who was pregnant with her first child at the time of the interview, refused to 
agree that a few months of interrupted work can have a long-term effect on her 
advancing within the UK academia: 
³)RUP\FDUHHUQR,WZLOOKDYHVRPHVKRUW-term effects on my work. Sadly the 
EDE\¶VFRPLQJLQWKHVXPPHUZKLFKLVZKHQ,ZRXOGGRP\UHVHDUFKVRWKLV
going back to the kind of very stressful and difficult expectations of early career 
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researchers I have a very, very heavy teaching load which keeps me from doing 
UHVHDUFKGXULQJWKHDFDGHPLF\HDUEHFDXVH,¶PVRRYHUZKHOPHGE\VWXGHQWVDQG
WHDFKLQJ´(OKDP 
It can therefore be seen that Elham recognises short-term negative effect on her 
ZRUNEXWQRWFDUHHUEHFDXVH³VDGO\WKHEDE\CV´ZLOOEHERUQLQVXPPHU$VLWWXUQV
out, Elham, similarly to many other interviewees has a significant amount of teaching 
load, which basically prevents her from doing research all the year round. She sets her 
summers apart for focusing on her research and writing, however due to the upcoming 
birth of her baby she won`t be able to do it: 
³6RWKHVXPPHULVWKHWLPHZKHQ,UHDOO\QHHGto do research and produce 
publications to get my research output where it needs to be to progress in my 
FDUHHUVRWKHEDE\¶VFRPLQJDWWKDWWLPHVRLW¶VWDNLQJP\UHVHDUFKWLPHDQGVR
,¶OOEHEDFNLQWLPHIRUWHDFKLQJLQWKHIDOOEXWWDNLQJWKHWLPHWKDW I need to do 





Elham, along with Najat stress that the modern UK academic system accounts 
for maternity leave in a way that neither their pay check for that period or performance 
standards or expected output suffer. However, it can be argued that even though inside 
Elham`s department, her records after maternity leave will be adjusted to accommodate 
for the months she was absent, her overall competitiveness and employability in the 
long run will suffer. When or if she applies for a job in another university, she will have 
to present publications as a proof of her academic merit, and due to her maternity leave 
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she will not just loose three months of summer, she will lose a whole year of academic 
research ± as her summers are the only period of time when she can conduct it. 
However, special considerations and decisions are needed for academic women 
not only when planning their motherhood, but also all the time for the rest of their lives. 
Ibtisam shares her experience of finding the right balance between her work and family 
obligations. While still advocating for multiple roles of professional women, she admits 
that fulfilling these roles demands a lot of sacrifice on both fronts ± at work and at 
home: 
³,W¶VKDUGEHFDXVH\RXZRXOGKDYHWR,PHDQWKHUHDUHVRPDQ\LQWHUHVWLQJ
things like for example, I get lots of new PhD students that have fascinating 
projects, now I have to say no, I cannot have more or I cannot do your project, I 




For Ibtisam to feel satisfied with herself as a researcher, mother and wife, she 
has to find a balance between all three commitments. It is argued that both tangible and 
intangible rewards within the academic environment come from evaluations that are 
mostly based on scholarly productivity (i.e., number of scholarly publications per year). 
³:HOOZKHQWKHNLGVZHUH\RXQJHU,ZRUNHGSDUW-time so I went from not 
working to working one day a week, working two days a week so as they got 





5.5.3. My family comes first 
 
The researchers argue that most of the academic women are faced with dilemma: 
work or family (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). While some decide that it is impossible to 
have both, and either begin to solely focus on career and never have children, others, 
like Zainab, choose to slowly start abandoning work and give their full attention to their 
families. Many of the academic women, however, find a compromise between the two 
and divide their time and energy between work and family. All of the respondents with 
IDPLOLHVQRWHGWKDWIDPLO\LVWKHLUILUVWSULRULW\³,KDYHP\NLGVDUHP\ILUVWSULRULW\
DQGWKHQLW¶VP\MREDQGWKHQLW¶VP\IULHQGV´$LGD 
Even though family, and especially children, remain the key priority, the Female 
researchers note that a lot of effort and time has to be dedicated to their work, which 
often requires working overtime for both partners: 
³«ZHGRVKRSSLQJRQOLQHLW¶VQRWHDV\EXWWKHQZHZRUNDORWZHZRUNORQJ
hours, we work over the weekend, sometimes we have to catch up but our 
priority is of course our son so we try to spend more time with him whenever we 
FDQZKLFKPHDQVZHVOHHSOHVVRU%XW,GRQ¶WWKLQNLW¶VHDV\EHFDXVHWKDW¶V
where I believe Eastern roots comes back because I think if you are surrounded 
by your family members, like your parents or your sisters or your cousins, they 
KHOSDORWVR´,EWLVDP 
Trotman and Greene (2003) argue that academic environment is characterised by 
high degree of competition, and in order to succeed one has to dedicate long hours, as 
well as possess strong character and ambition needed to move up the career ladder. 
According to Ibtisam, academic career ambition and motherhood are almost mutually 
excluding. The researcher argues that once she made a plan to have a child, she 
immediately realised that she has to give up some of her career plans and ambitions: 
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³«VR,UHDOLVHWKDWLI,ZDQWWRKDYHDFKLOG,ZLOOKDYHWRchange my ambitions, 
my career prospects will have to change a big deal and so it was clear to me that 
WKDW¶VJRLQJWRKDSSHQEXW,JXHVVLWKDSSHQHGDOVREHFDXVHZKHQ\RXKDYHD
child your priorities changes as well so my priorities are no longer just to 
succeed, like to have a brutal ambition, like my ambition is that now is that I am 
DJRRGPRWKHUDVZHOO,ZDQWWRKDYH´,EWLVDP 
But while for Widad or Zainab, saying no to some of the career ambitions 
literally means quitting professional activity, for Ibtisam it means that she just has to 
give up some of her most ambitious plans (such as becoming a full professor within a 
short period of time): 
³,ZDQWP\VRQWREHZHOOWREHJRRGLW¶VYHU\LPSRUWDQWIRUPHVR,ZRXOGOLNHWREH




5.5.4. Children need their mother 
 
³&KLOGUHQQHHGWKHLUPRWKHU´ZDVDQRWKHUUH-occurring sub-interpretive 
repertoire within the respondents` narratives. Jamila, when discussing work/ home 
balance, has mentioned that even though her husband played an equal role in helping 
raising children when they were young, she still felt like there are instances when more 
attention from their mother is needed: 
³,QWHUPVRIWKHIDWKHU\HDK,PHDQ,ZRXOGVD\,GRQ¶WNQRZLIRQHFDQVD\
LW¶VOLNHEXWGHILQitely he played an active role when the kids were small, 




mother, I mean no matter, with all due respect, you know, no matter how 
wonderful a father is, still there are certain things you feel as a mother that you 
should be there or you ought to be there and also you want to do, you know, you 
ZDQWWREHWKHUH\RXZDQWWREHGRLQJWKLQJVVR´-DPLOD 
Apart from recognising the need of her children to get attention from her, Jamila 
also admitted that the quality time spent with her children is important for her as well. 
The researcher has noted that in her opinion, maintaining the right work/ life balance 
helps people improve their motivation and work performance, will focusing on one 
activity (i.e., work) negatively affects the end output: 
³,PHDQLQVRPHZD\V,GRQ¶WEHOLHYHWKDWSHRSOHDUHPRUHSURGXFWLYHLIWKHRQO\
WKLQJWKH\GRLVZRUN,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKDW¶VKHDOWK\IRUDQ\RQH,WKLQNLW¶VDFWXDOO\
good to spend some time not working and doing something totally different.  In 
VRPHZD\V,IHHO,¶PDFWXDOO\PRUHSURGXFWLYHEHLQJIRUFHGWRVSHQGWLPH




Widad noted when she had children she experienced the need to stay with them 
and take care of them, and it was her individual choice to do so: 
³:HOO,FDQ¶WVHHKRZ,GLGQ¶WZDQWWRSXWKLPLQWRQXUVHU\VR,NQRZORWVRI
female friends who have kept both but the thing that has to happen is that the 




Despite having a financial opportunity to pay for nursery and therefore, continue 
her career, Widad chose to stay at home and perform her responsibilities of a mother, 
until children were older. Then she felt she can return to part-time academic work. 
5.6. Postfeminist Interpretive Repertoire ± Retreatism: Middle Eastern tradition of 
extended family (of origin) obligations  
 
The interpretive repertoire of extended family obligations was re-occurring 
within the interviews. The interviewees shared stories of their families and family 
relationships that ranged from falling in line with traditional Western perceptions (Luke, 
2001), as well as those that totally contradicted them. 
5.6.1. Extended family obligations and expectations 
 
The data analysed from the interviews clearly shows that expectations of the 
extended family played important role in professional and personal development of the 
interviewed MEFAs. Ibtisam, similarly to other female researchers, noted that her 
family insisted on her obtaining foreign education. In addition to that her family insisted 
that she experiences the sense of independence.  As a result, she has indeed obtained 
higher education, and discovered the experience supported and inspired by her family 
liberating and inspiring: 
³,WKLQNVRPHWKLQJKDSSHQHGWKDW,VWDUWHGWRDSSUHFLDWHP\VHQVHRI
LQGHSHQGHQFHWKDW,GRQ¶WILWLQWRDFROOHFWLYH,PHDQWKLVLVQRWDVWHUHRW\SH
UHDOO\LW¶VMXVWWKDWLWJLYHV\RXDVHQVe of your existence as a person and that 
\RXGRQ¶WKDYHWREHZKDW\RXUIDPLO\ZDQW\RXWREH\RXFDQEH\RXURZQ
SHUVRQVRPHKRZZKLFKZDVOLEHUDWLQJ,WKLQNLWZDVLQWHUHVWLQJLWGRHVQ¶W
PHDQWKDWLW¶VQRWOLEHUDWLQJLQWKHFRXQWU\,GRQ¶WZDQWWRSUoduce a stereotype 
WKHUHEHFDXVH,WKLQNLI,ZRUNHGLQ0RURFFR,ZRXOGQ¶WKDYHZRUNHGLQP\
home town, I would have worked in Casablanca or Rabat and I would have that 
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sense as well of independence because I would be living on my own but I think 
LW¶VMXVW DVHQVH´,EWLVDP 
Ibtisam characterised her family as being traditional and non-traditional at the 
same time. Her father highly valued and recognised the importance of education, and 
therefore all children regardless of gender were encouraged to study. Ibtisam, similarly 
to many other researchers draws upon the role of extended family and often uses various 
disclaimers to highlight that she has been encouraged to study and develop as a 
personality regardless of her gender, and so were the other children in the family. While 
Gill et al. (2016) highlights the use of such disclaimers within the discourses of 
professional female musicians, who stress that they succeed and are treated equally 
despite them being women, the present study argues that the interviewed MEFAs 
actively draw on postfeminist discourse to discuss their professional experiences and 
integrate the narrative concerning the role of their family in the story.  
Interestingly, Gill et al. (2016) have demonstrated that professional women often 
imply that gender inequalities take place elsewhere, in another country. This doing 
disavows the whole issue of gender discrimination and therefore implies the irrelevance 
of it to the context they work and live in. The present study, however, has not 
encountered such approaches among the interviewed MEFAs, most of whom had 
experience of either studying or working in the Middle Eastern country. The 
interviewed women however never attempted to compare working conditions, or roles 
of families between the UK and Middle East. 
5.6.2. Parent approval of work and life choices 
 
Parental approval was a re-occurring sub-interpretive repertoire within the 
interview transcripts. Ibtisam was more successful in her studies when compared to her 
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brothers, and therefore her father made a fair decision that she deserves foreign 
education more. 
 ³/LNHDWUDGLWLRQDOIDPLO\EXWRSHQQRWWUDGLWLRQDOLQWKHVHQVHWKDWLQDZD\WKDW
different shades between treatment of man and woman so my father was very 
keen on educating all his children, women and men, girls and boys and he 
always says whoever deserves to be encouraged must be encouraged, whoever 
KDVWKHSRWHQWLDOPXVWGRLWZKHWKHULW¶VDJLUORUDER\VRKHZDVYHU\FRQVLVWHQW
in that sense and because I excelled more than my brothers he told me, well you 
GHVHUYHLWDQG\RXZLOOJHWDFFHSWHG8.XQLYHUVLW\VR,WKLQN,GRQ¶WWKLQN,
would have the courage to do it without his encouragement because it was a big 
factor in my mind to take that decision and I really am very grateIXOIRUWKDW´
(Ibtisam) 
Therefore family encouragement and support played a crucial role in the career 
of Ibtisam and many other Female researchers. 
 ³,VHHP\RWKHU0LGGOH(DVWHUQIULHQGVLWGRHVQ¶WVHHPWREH,PHDQ,WKLQN
to a large extent I would say yes, that I come from a traditional family where my 
mother was the home-maker, my father was the one who was the breadwinner so 
,JXHVV,ZDVVRFLDOO\FRQGLWLRQHGVRIRUPHWKDW¶VSDUWRIP\OLNH,JXHVVLW¶V
part of who I am in a sense that I do all these things with my son, maybe I work 
more at home than my husband but my husband does other things like other 
logistics of our life, like paying bills, mortgaging, doing other things and 
financially we are very much in the sense we share our finances so we are 
WRJHWKHU´,EWLVDP 
While recognising the role of her family in encouraging her to pursue higher 
education, Ibtisam also admits that she has inherited some of the traditional values and 
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therefore, for example, does not mind spending more time taking care of home-related 
responsibilities when compared to her husband. 
Discovering, or other understanding one`s identity in relation to the country of 
origin was another common discourse, shared by the interviewed female academics. 
While some respondents stressed, that the notion of ethnical identity is artificial and 
they do not like being labelled as Arab or British, others expressed opinion that they can 
easily identify themselves with one of the ethnic backgrounds (i.e., on a basis of culture, 
language, shared values, etc.). However, some of the narratives were more complex, 
particularly of those women that had parents from different countries (i.e., mother 
comes from the UK, father is Iranian, or vice versa). These individuals indicated that the 
question of finding or defining their identity is much more complicated for them, 
because they spent a considerable amount of time in both cultural surroundings, and it is 
not easy to choose one place to identify yourself with. The most interesting and extreme 
case was described by Latifa, a female researcher whose father came from the UK, 
while her mother was of the Middle Eastern origin. Latifa has shared her experience of 
working in the UK and regularly visiting Middle East to see her mother`s side of the 
family. She has mentioned that she has kept her trips almost secret from her colleagues 
and even friends. When asked why did she hide it she shared: 
³,KDYHQRLGHD,WKLQN,ZLVK,FRXOGH[SODLQLW«,WKLQNSDUWO\EHFDXVHWR
some degree I would have to say that I experienced myself as so divided, as so, 
as Britain and Iran as being two such completely separate places that you would 
QHYHUHYHQWKLQNWRVD\DERXWWKHRWKHUWRWKHRWKHU´/DWLID 
She has further metaphorically compared her inner struggle to understand her 





about Iran all the time at some level but not in any article, so I wrote my PhD on 
Simone de Beauvoir and I wrote it on bisexuality and my, the thesis in my, the 
argument in my thesis was that it is impossible to be bisexual. So if you look at 
the way in which Simone de Beauvoir as a cultural figure is constructed in 
biographies, in text, in discourses, it is impossible to understand her as a 
ELVH[XDOSHUVRQ%LVH[XDOLW\DVDFDWHJRU\,DUJXHGLVXQLQWHOOLJLEOH³/DWLID 
Here Latifa is using an analogy of bisexuality as a way to express how one 
person cannot be of the UK and Middle Eastern origin at the same time (or at least 
cannot perceive and identify her/ himself with both), because the two regions are simply 
too different in social, cultural and political senses. Latifa further elaborates on her 
subconscious choice of the PhD research topic: 
³:K\DP,GRLQJD3K'RQELVH[XDOLW\",WKLQNWKDW3K'KDGQRWKLQJWRGRZLWK
sexuality, that PhD had everything to do with Iran and Britain and it was 
basically through another route at thaWWLPHVD\LQJ³WKLVLVDQLPSRVVLELOLW\LW¶V
LQWHOOLJLEOHWRFRPHIURPWKHVHWZRSODFHV´/DWLID 
Latifa`s example and cognitive journey to understand her identity can be 
arguable described as extreme and marginal, however, migrant women entering a new 
country to study, work or start a family do experience all these new impressions that not 
only shock them, but also are in contradiction with their previous set of beliefs and 
cultural norms they are used to.  
³,WKLQNIRUWKDWUHDVRQWKDWWKH\VHHPVRXWWHUO\WZRZRUOGVDQGLWMXVWGLGQ¶W,
NQRZLW¶VLQVDQHDQG,KDYHGHHSO\SURIRXQGO\SDLGWKHSULFHDOWKRXJK,VD\WKDW
now as somebody who has been able to reconcile the two, but I think at that time 
242 
 
DQGIRUDORQJWLPH,FRXOGQ¶WPDNHDQ\SRLQWVRIFRQQHction between the two 
ZRUOGVRUDWOHDVWQRWDQ\SRLQWVRIFRQQHFWLRQWKDWZHUHSRVLWLYH´/DWLID 
When asked if she felt like she had to make a choice: 
³,WKLQNQRWH[SOLFLWO\EXW,WKLQNWKDW¶VULJKW,WKLQNQRWLQDFRQVFLRXVZD\EXW
I felt that you had, I had to make a choice. And also I think I felt, I mean another 
WKLQJWKDW¶VKDSSHQHGLQ%ULWDLQLVWKDWLW¶VQRWMXVWPHVR,FDQWHOO\RXP\VWRU\
DQGZH¶OOVHHKRZ,¶YHFKDQJHGEXWLW¶VQRWMXVWPHZKR¶VFKDQJHGWKHW\SHVRI
Iranian people who nRZFRPHWR%ULWDLQDUHGLIIHUHQW´/DWLID 
Interestingly, this ambiguity and uncertainty has continued to influence Latifa`s 
personal and work life. At one point of her career, Latifa decides to take a sabbatical 
and work on the topic that is of deep interest to her personally ± the relationship 
between England and Iran, and particularly the routes of confrontation and aggression: 
³,DSSOLHGIRUDJUDQWZLWKWKH>«@/LEUDU\WRJHWWKHSDSHUSUHVHUYHGLQWKH




possibility to work through that history, to read original documents related to the 
coup against Mosaddegh in 1953 which is the seminal moment when the seeds 
of hatred for Britain were planted in Iran, you know, it has, that archive was, had 
HYHU\WKLQJLQLWWKDW,QHHGHGLQDZD\´/DWLID 
Jamila has shared her experience from the early career days in one of the UK 
universities. While trying to be very careful with phrasing and an overall message, 
Jamila mentioned that during the first years of employment she was often mistaken for a 
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student, as probably many of the administrative staff or employees from other 
departments assumed that because she is a minority-looking young woman, she cannot 
be a lecturer. According to Jamila, at some point these experiences and encounters have 








As Jamila points out, these encounters only had a negative effect early in her 
career, and as she professionally grew and got published, she felt that she needs less 
external validation in order to feel worthy and successful. Zikic and Richardson (2015) 
discuss the experiences of women in academia who constantly feel compared to male 
colleagues or feel pressure to prove that the university made a right choice hiring them. 
The researchers emphasize that this phenomenon has negative psychological 
consequences for academic women, who feel stressed and pressured to prove their 
professionalism and worth. 
³%XW,WKLQNWKDWZKHQ\RX¶UHEXLOGLQJXS\RXUFDUHHU, you know, if you have the 
GRXEOHWKLQJRI\RXNQRZ\RX¶UHHWKQLFDOO\GLIIHUHQWDQG\RX¶UH)HPDOHWKH
assumption is that... I mean I do think that you have to work harder to prove 
\RXUVHOI\RXKDYHWREHEHWWHUWKDQSHUKDSV\RXZRXOGKDYHWREH´-DPila) 
Jamila rightfully points out that these types of experiences are particularly 
harmful early during somebody`s career, when external validation may seem like the 
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only way to assess one`s achievements. Interestingly, Jamila`s observations and 
conclusions correspond to those made by Zicic and Richardson (2015), who argue that 
the exercised pressure to comply with some vague stereotypical standards is particularly 
pronounced in the case of ethnic minority women, who end up feeling double 
marginalized. These women not only try to find their way to integrate into the male-





term that the west used for Iran for a long, Persian Empire and all that so a lot of 
Iranians try to disassociate themselves from current Iran by using the word 
Persian because they know that has more positive connotations for the west. No, 
QRWDWDOOLQIDFWIRUPHLW¶VWKHFRPSOHWHRSSRVLWH,XVHHYHU\RSSRUWXQLW\WR
show that, yes, I am, you know, okay ,ZDVQ¶WEURXJKWXSWKHUHEXW,KDYHWKDW
heritage in order to contribute to a more positive image of what it is to be Iranian 
EHFDXVHWKHUH¶VVRPXFKQHJDWLYHSURSDJDQGDLQWKHPHGLDDQGHYHU\WKLQJDERXW
,UDQDQGVRRQVR,WKLQNLW¶VLPSRUWDQWIRUSHRSOHWRVHHWKDW´-DPLOD 
Aida expressed an opinion that she does not like being labelled as Arab or 
Middle Eastern, as then there might be a big chance she will be limited in her 
professional opportunities as she will be pigeonholed to study the topics she has no 
particular interest in. 
Magda discusses her experience of not being able to fit in and being foreign 
within her work environment. The Female researcher has adapted to the circumstances 
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and have stopped seeing it as a problem. Instead she decided to dedicate her efforts to 
solving the issues related to gender and ethnic inequality within the workplace: 
 ³1R,PHDQ,FDQ¶WUHDOO\VD\WKDW,PHDQ,GRQ¶WIHHOWKDW,KDYH\RXNQRZ,
have friends, I have now, I have friends from different parts of the world, my 
KXVEDQGLV-DPDLFDQVRKH¶VQRW0LGGOH(DVWHUQ,PHDQ,KDYHIULHQGVIURPDOO




I think that the only place I have tried and I have maybe come to a conclusion 
WKDWLW¶VQot my place is because I do feel, I do feel that I wanted, you know, 
again this, the possibilities that I had and the privilege that I have and, you 
NQRZEHLQJDSURIHVVRU,GLGQ¶WMXVWZDQWWRVLWWKHUHDQGGRP\RZQWKLQJ,
decided to get involved in the union to make sure that there is more justice and 
more equality within the university and I felt that, you know, I had ticked all the 
ER[HVIRUWKDWVR,IHOW,FDQJLYHVRPHWLPHWRLW$QG,¶P\RXNQRZLW¶V,¶YH
been doing this now, most equality diversity now for two years and two years 
QRZDFKDLU,¶YHDJUHHGWRGRLWRQHPRUH\HDUEXW,VWDUWWRWKLQNLQWHUPVRI
WKHZLGHUXQLRQPD\EH,GRQ¶WILWLQEHFDXVH,WKLQNLWLVVWLOO,DPDFWXDOO\
trying to decide whether I am going to take this on as a struggle and run for 
women, they have these national union kind of representations and they have 
some seats reserved for women, whether to run for that or next year or not and 





A number of the participants have highlighted an important role of family in 
their life and career choices. A common pattern emerged that families of the 
interviewed women often did not agree or disapproved of their decisions regarding 
future career plans, and this disapproval was perceived as one of the major obstacles 











For instance, the respondent Basma noted that she has been hiding her enrolment 
in the university from her immigrant family for a while fearing disapproval. Eventually 
the family found out about education choice: 
³,WKLQNWKH\VXUSULVLQJO\ZHOO\RXNQRZUHDOO\,¶PWKLQNLQJQRZ,PHDQ\RX




At the same time, according to the narratives of some of the respondents, 
parent`s approval was perceived by Female academics as one of the motivators in their 
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life, particularly when it came to education and work. The respondent Durra noted that 
the pressure exercised by her father to make her and her sister study and work harder, 
allowed her to be significantly ahead of her classmates in school and realise that she is 
good at studying new material: 
³$QGWKHQ,WKLQNLWEHFRPHVDELWPRUHGLIILFXOWWRVHSDUDWHH[DFWO\ZKHQ,
began to do things for myself rather than because my parents told me to because 
of course I did start to do things because I wanted to be good at them but I know 
WKDWWKHUHZDVDORWRISUHVVXUHWKHUHLQWHUPVRIWKLQNLQJ³ZHOOWKLVLVDOVRZKDW
\RXUSDUHQWVH[SHFW´'XUUD 
At the same time the respondents acknowledged the fact that it was an important 
step in their life to draw a line between what their families (communities) want them to 
be and what they themselves as individuals aspire for. Durra has shared her opinion that 
although her family (mostly father) played an important role in motivating her to study 
and work harder, she did not appreciate this pressure when it came to her personal life: 
³,¶YHGRQHHQRXJKWRSOHDVHWKHPVRWKHUHDUH\RXNQRZWKHUHDUHSODFHVZKHUH
I draw the line and I think like personal life is really somewhere where you have 
WRGUDZWKHOLQHZKDW\RX¶UHKDSS\ZLWKDQGZKDW\RX¶UHQRW´'XUUD 
On the other hand, some interviewees reported being fully supported by their 
female relatives regarding their family and career-related life choices. The respondent 
Fadia has mentioned that her family, particularly her mother, is protecting her from 
social pressure exercised by her home community, to get married sooner: 






mother all the time, and my mother is strong enough to, you know, chat with 
WKDWSURWHFWPH\RXNQRZOLNH´)DGLD 
In her narrative, Elham as well as most of the interviewed female academics 
addressed another important issue ± the one concerning role of family in their life, 
education and career, as well as identifying herself as Middle Eastern. Latifa noted that 
her decision to change her last name to her Iranian family name has provoked an 
emotional reaction from her family, who apparently approved of her choice and made 
her feel more accepted than ever. 
³2ND\PD\EHQRWYHU\VWURQJO\EHFDXVHWKHUHDUHFHUWDLQWKLQJVWKDWDVVRFLDWH
SHRSOHLQWKH0LGGOH(DVWVRPHRIWKHPDUHUHOLJLRXVUHODWHGDQG,¶PQRWVRUWRI
a religious believer so I am... WKDW¶VRQHSRLQWWKDWSHUKDSVGRHVQ¶WJLYHPHD
strong connection with the Middle Eastern community. The second one is I 
GRQ¶WVSHDN$UDELFDQGOLNHPRVWRIWKH0LGGOH(DVWHUQFRXQWULHVVSHDN$UDELF
VRLW¶VNLQGRIDQRQ\RXNQRZDJDLQDQRWKHUFRQQHFWHGpoint between Middle 
(DVWHUQWKDWZKHQ\RXGRQ¶WVSHDNDFRPPRQODQJXDJHZLWKWKHPDMRULW\
SHUKDSV\RXEURNHFRQQHFWLRQDQ\ZD\´*KDGD 
It appears that support and motivation by parents and families contributed a lot 
to professional development of the interviewed Female researchers. Ibtisam noted that 
her father encouraged her to continue education abroad and has contributed to it 
financially. The researcher notes that in her opinion she does not come from a 
traditional background, and this may have also partially contributed to her family 
insisting on her independence and experience of living and studying abroad: 
³«WKHUHZDVDQRSSRUWXQLW\IRUPHWRFRPHDQG,KDGDYHU\VXSSRUWLYHIDWKHU
my father passed away twelve years ago and he was very supportive and he 
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suggested that I should go and carry on with my studies in the UK, which was 
really impressive because I ZDVYHU\VFDUHG,GLGQ¶WZDQWWRWKDWZDVWKHILUVW
time I ever left home but he was very pushy, he said, that is an opportunity, you 
have to go and he actually sponsored my studies, he spent a lot of money for me 
WRVWXG\P\0$KHUHVRLW¶VDFWXDOO\Dcombination of factors that was the right 
study path for me and also encouragement from my family, particularly my 
IDWKHU«´,EWLVDP 
When discussing her parents` reaction to her academic career and success, Fadia 
notes that while her father was not very willing to share his feelings regarding her 
career, she discovered that the fact that she has published an article has really moved 
and impressed him and made him share with the community how proud he is of his 
GDXJKWHU¶VSURIHVVLRQDOVXFFHVV 
³«MXVWUHDGLQJRQHDUWLFOHWKDW,¶YHZULWWHQ\RXNQRZ,¶YHZULWWHQZULWWHQRQH
for him is essential, but no my dad has always been, he likes the fact that he has, 
you know, his daughter that has a career so he appreciates that. You know, he 
GRHVQ¶WVD\OLNHLQP\Iace, that I know from lots of people around him that he 
DOZD\VVD\VWKDWKH¶VSURXGP\IDWKHU´)DGLD 
5.6.3. Parental Involvement in Middle Eastern tradition 
 
Within the context of Middle Eastern tradition, the parental involvement was 
two-fold. First of all, the father figure was viewed as having an important influence of 
life and career choices of the professional Middle Eastern women. Secondly, the role of 
father referred to the parental involvement of husband. For instance Yumma has 
mentioned that her extended family has placed some expectations on her, concerning 




OLNH,«,WLVPRUHRIDWUDGLWion, and of course nobody can reinforce the 
tradition, you know? But at the same time, I feel like my husband`s family is 
waiting for me to slow down with my work, and instead let my husband be the 
VROHSURYLGHU«:KLOH,IRFXVRQIDPLO\KRPH«7KDWVRUWRIWKLQJ´<XPPD 
Yumma, similarly to some other respondents used a disclaimer ± ³WKLVLVD
WUDGLWLRQDQGLWFDQQRWEHUHLQIRUFHG´KLJKOLJKWLQJWKDWLWLQIDFWKDVOLWWOHRUQRHIIHFW
on her life. Majority of the respondents, however, have mentioned that their partners/ 
husbands/ extended family exercised no pressure on their life choice, and have not 
pressured them to focus solely on the home-related responsibilities. 
Another integral part of postfeminist discourse is retreat to home as a woman`s 
choice (Coontz, 2006). Most of the interviewed women considered that modern 
academic women are fully capable of either combining motherhood with work, mostly 
focusing on work, or retreating home to take care of their families. While some 
acknowledged certain difficulties and institutional barriers encountered on the way 
towards combining work and family life, others denied existence of such. 
Ghada agreed that there exist a number of discriminatory practices that could 
have been addressed on an institutional level, however her argument was that the 
discussed problem is relevant not only to academia, but is instead characteristic to any 
professional environment: 
 ³,GRQ¶WNQRZDQGWREHKRQHVW,WKLQNWKLVLVPRUHJHQHULFWKDQRQO\DFDGHPLD
or anywhere else, for example, I personally believe that maternity leave and 
paternity leave should be equal and obligatory and if all males have the same 




During the interviews a number of female researchers have brought up academic 
practices characteristic to Nordic countries that ensure that both partners take mandatory 
leaves in order to take care of a child, as opposed to only women taking maternity leave 
and postponing their careers while males can still continue their advancement (Husu, 
2015). Ghada agreed that these practices can be helpful if implemented within the UK 
context. 
Suraya pointed out that gender discriminatory practices can occur at different 
stages of professional advancement. For instance, she stressed that she has never felt 
discriminated against when participating in an interview for a specific academic job. At 
the same time, she notes, if she chooses to have a baby at a given point of time, she will 
be put into a disadvantaged position when compared to her male colleagues: 
³,WKLQNJHWWLQJDMREZLWKLQWKHGHSDUWPHQW,WKLQNLVHTXDO,GRQ¶WWKLQN>«@,
would suggest. Career progression would be harder if you take maternity leave, 
EXW,GRQ¶WKDYHDQ\FKLOGUHQVRWKLVKDVQ¶WDIIHFWHGPHEXW,WKLQNLI\RXWDNH
PDWHUQLW\OHDYHWKHQLW¶VYHU\KDUGWRprogress in my department, and in that 
VHQVHLWPDNHVLWDELWKDUGHUIRUZRPHQWRSURJUHVVZLWKLQLW´6XUD\D 
Ghada makes an important observation that modern day racism or 
discrimination against women does not occur on an individual level, but instead is 
incremented into the institutional rules and constructs: 
³<HDK,NQRZWKDWWKDWZRXOGEH\RXNQRZ,NLQGRINQRZWKDWWKDWZRXOGEH
an obstacle, like having a child would be an obstacle but I think everything 
comes with its good or bad thing or so I admitted it but what I was trying to say 
LVOLNHWKDWLQHTXDOLW\OLNHWKHLQHTXDOLW\JDSPDLQO\FRPHVIURPWKHLWGRHVQ¶W
come from the way the individual treats you, it comes from the design of the 




significant effect on many careers but it has a significant effect on the academic 
FDUHHUZLWKWKHZD\WKDWLWLVGHVLJQHG6R,GRQ¶WWKLQNLW¶VEDVHG on individual, 
LW¶VQRWWKDWP\FROOHDJXHVWUHDWPHGLIIHUHQWO\UHDOO\´*KDGD 
Ibtisam concludes that even though as it appears women have a free choice to 
make whether they want to focus on career or children, or even successfully combine 
those, in reality they are faced with a dichotomic decision: either do not have children 
and remain competitive, or have a child but come back as soon as possible and juggle 
home/ work responsibilities for a number of long years: 
³,GRQ¶WWKLQNLW¶VYHU\HQFRXUDJLQJIRr women to have children because I have 
to go back to work before the end of the six months because we have a big 
PRUWJDJHDQGVRP\KXVEDQGZRXOGQ¶WEHDEOHWRFRSHRQKLVRZQZHQHHGWZR
salaries so I was actually, I had to go back to my job, if you see what I mean 
VR´,EWLVDP 
Qamar has shared her experience of being invited to teach in some higher 
education institutions in Gulf countries. Although she found the invitations very 
interesting from both professional and personal perspectives, she still had to decline 
them due to the fact that her children were not used to living outside the UK:  
³<RXDUHHVWDEOLVKHG\RXKDYHDIDPLO\QRZDQGWKHFKLOGUHQDUHERUQ,PHDQ
WKH\¶UHERUQDQGJURZQXSKHUHIRUWKHPWKLVLVWKHLUFRXQWU\QXPEHURQH





Urooj shares her way of ensuring the proper life/ work balance: in line with her 
³VWUDWHJLFSODQQLQJ´VKHGHGLFDWHVGLIIHUHQWVWDJHVRIKHUOLIHILUVWWRZRUNDQGWKHQLQ
future) to family and having children. At the same time, when interviewed, she shares 
that she is caught up LQD³YLFLRXVFLUFOH´DQGZKLOHWU\LQJWRFRPELQHERWKZRUNDQG
family life with her husband, she feels like she is failing both: 
³<HDK\HDKGHILQLWHO\,KDYHP\SULRULWLHVVWUDLJKW,ZDVYHU\FDUHHUGULYHQ
during my first period of life, I was quite a high achiever, and whenever 
anybody talked to me about getting married and, you know, how the pressure is 
>ODXJKV@LQRXUFXOWXUHDQG,ZRXOGVD\³/RRN,ZDQWWRHQMR\HYHU\VWDJHVR,






Urooj argues that a major problem faced by modern women, both non- and 





are supposed to be home-PDNHU\RX¶UHVXSSRVHGWREHDJRRGPRWKHUDJRRG
ZLIH\RX¶UHVXSSRVHGWRORRN JRRG\RX¶UHVXSSRVHGWRORRNDWWUDFWLYHDQGJRRG
DQG\RXQJEXWDWWKHVDPHWLPH\RX¶UHVXSSRVHGWRH[FHOLQ\RXUFDUHHUZRUN
hard and you are juggling so many things and I think society has not moved in 
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really well, I mean of course men are very engaged now more than before, I 
PHDQP\KXVEDQGKHOSVEXW,GRIHHOWKDW,¶PPRUHHQJDJHGWKDQKHLVZLWK
childcare and home-making than he is, whether this is to do with me being 
0LGGOH(DVWHUQRUQRW´,EWLVDP 
5.7. Chapter summary 
 
The present chapter has identified a number of interpretative repertoires 
recruited by the interviewed 20 MEFAs to describe and reflect on their experiences in 
the UK academe. The repertoires, along with the characterised sub-repertoires, suggest 
that in line with the argument by Dosekun (2015), postfeminism should not be viewed 
as sensibility which is recruited only by white upper class women in the Western world, 
but instead should be regarded as a transcultural notion, actively recruited by women of 
colour within the UK academe. The key repertoires identified within the narratives of 
WKHLQWHUYLHZHG0()$VZHUHLQGLYLGXDOLVPFKRLFHDQGHPSRZHUPHQWµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDO
differences; western tradition ± working mothers and Middle Eastern tradition ± family 
of origin. While the first three repertoires were commonly discussed within postfeminist 
literature (Lewis, 2014; Gill et al., 2016), the fourth one ± Middle Eastern tradition ± 
family of origin ± to present knowledge has not been discussed within the scope of 
postfeminist studies focusing on inclusion of women within the professional 
environment. The discussed interpretative repertoires will be used within the next 
chapter to construct three key female identities ± femininities, which will be discussed 




Chapter 6. Female identities 
6.1. Introduction 
 
The present chapter attempts to highlight the differences of experiences among 
academic women of the Middle Eastern origin through characterisation of the various 
identities. In course of the research a number of female identities have been identified 
among the 20 interviewed academics:  the independent academic woman, the academic 
mother (Western traditional), and the Middle Eastern academic (Middle Eastern 
Traditional). 
The discussed three female identities have been derived from the interpretive 
repertoires discussed above. One discussed identity thereby often combines more than 
one repertoire, which resulted in emergence of three different academic femininities as 
subject positions. For example, an identity of the independent academic woman was 
largely constructed on the basis of such repertoire as individualism, choice and 
empowerment. At the same time the discussed identity has also been, to a lesser extent, 
shaped by the two other repertoires ± natural sexual differences and Middle Eastern 
tradition. One of the most striking examples of such identity was Aida, who consistently 
recruited the interpretive repertoire of individualism and choice to discuss her career 
SDWKDQGDOVRDFNQRZOHGJHGH[LVWLQJSHUFHSWLRQVUHJDUGLQJµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHV
dominating the UK academic sphere. In her interpretation, she owed her success to 
being able to disregard these differences, and act in contrast to the existing stereotypes 
concerning female behaviour. In Aida`s interpretation, this approach was her strategy to 
be included into the male dominant world. The third repertoire, which contributed to 
construction of Aida`s identity, was Middle Eastern tradition. The female academic 
herself negotiates her identify in a multiple of ways, depending on the situation: 
American, the UK citizen or Iranian. Aida uses a disclaimer, that she is not altering her 
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identity in order to gain benefit for herself, but instead only to challenge the way people 
in different environments see her: 
³«RQHRIWKHVWUDWHJLHVWKDWZKHWKHUFRQVFLRXVO\RUVXEFRQVFLRXVO\,XVHLVWR
negotiate my identity in different ways, I negotiate the ways in which people 
identify me in different ways and present myself in different ways, so, and, but 
not in, always in ways that benefit me, but rather in ways that sometimes could 
challenge people, so I say I was born in the US but I was raised in Iran, I say I 
lived in these different places in the US before I emigrated to the UK, I say I 
carry an American passport as well as an Iranian one, as well as a British one, 
EXW,YHU\RIWHQGRQ¶W¶VD\,DPDQ,UDQLDQRU,DPDQ$PHULFDQRU,DPD%ULW«´
(Aida) 
The other identified identities ± that of an academic mother or traditional Middle 
Eastern academics, are also rather complex in nature derived from a number of 
interpretive repertoires discussed above. For example, academic mother identity, is 
constructed on the basis of such repertoires as Retreatism ± both Western and Middle 
Eastern. Although these are the two most essential repertoires for the discussed identity, 
it is important to acknowledge that the women who could be identified within it, utilized 
other interpretive repertoires as well, not limiting themselves to family of origin 
obligations and expectation, and work responsibilities and retreat home (Western 
tradition) only.  
The Middle Eastern female academic Ibtisam is a vivid example of such identity 
± the academic mother. Her feminine identity is constructed based on a number of 
repertoires, the most significant of them being retreat to home (Western tradition). The 
most common discourse re-occurring throughout the interview transcript is that of 
balancing home and family responsibilities. Although Ibtisam constantly highlights that 
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her family comes first, she also adds a disclaimer that since her becoming a mother, 
both her family and work have been affected. Although Ibtisam and other interviewed 
MEFAs argue that combining work and family is highly challenging for them, they still 
continuously draw on such postfeminist interpretive repertoire as individualism and 
choice. Ibtisam along with others highlight that becoming a mother was their choice, 
implying that both work- and family-related difficulties are merely the consequences of 
this choice, they as free professional women have made. Gill (2007) emphasises 
importance of choice and empowerment within the third wave of feminism, and Lewis 
(2015) highlights the role of choice within the context of organizational studies. Lewis 
S³:LWKLQWKHFRQWH[WRIZRUNRUJDQL]DWLRQVWKUHHRIWKHVHSRVWIHPLQLVW
features are important ± LQGLYLGXDOLVPFKRLFHDQGHPSRZHUPHQWQRWLRQVRIµQDWXUDO¶
sexual differences and retreat to the home as a matter of choice not obligation. These 
three elements capture the tension between feminism (understood in terms of 
achievement in the public, masculine world of work) and femininity (understood in 
terms of feminised behaviour and domestic responsibilities in the private, feminine 
ZRUOGRIKRPH´ 
In addition to such notions as choice, empowerment and individualism, the 
present research argues that Middle Eastern female academics try to embody two 
identities ± masculine and feminine. This observation is in line with that made by Lewis 
SFRQFHUQLQJIHPDOHHQWUHSUHQHXUV³«LQYROYHVSHUIRUPLQJDQGHPERG\LQJ
the feminine characteristics of nurture, emotion, passivity and attractiveness alongside 
the masculine (individualised) traits of economic and emotional independence, 
DVVHUWLYHQHVVUDWLRQDOLW\DQGDXWRQRP\´ 
Lewis (2014) argues that postfeminism should be understood as the co-existence 
between modernity (feminism) and tradition (femininity). The first academic femininity 
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discussed in the present chapter (that of an independent academic) lean more towards 
the modernity side of Postfeminism, although it still have some traits of tradition. At the 
same time, the two remaining identities (academic mother and Middle Eastern 
academic) are more concerned with the tradition side of Postfeminism, although they 
both still have some modernity traits in them. 
6.2. The independent academic woman 
 
The independent academic woman was a common identity characterised by a 
number of features, and behavioural attitudes. Within the present study, the independent 
academic woman can be described as a woman who highly values her profession, and is 
ready to commit to it despite other responsibilities (partner, family). Similarly to other 
identities, this is a rather complex one, as even if the independent academic woman is 
fully committed to her work, it does not mean that she often/ always chooses work over 
family, or sacrifices the latter. For instance, the respondent Aida has two children and 
has to divide her time and attention between work and family. As an independent 
DFDGHPLFZRPDQ$LGDUHSRUWHGEHLQJKLJKO\VDWLVILHGZLWKKHUSRVLWLRQDQGFKRLFHV³,
KDYHDJUHDWOLIH,KDYHPDGHWKHEHVWGHFLVLRQVHYHUWRGRZKDW,¶PGRLQJDQG,
FRXOGQ¶WEHKDSSLHU,ORYHP\MRE´$LGD7KHLGHntity of an independent academic 
woman was recognised in a number of narratives. This complex identity was 
constructed from various repertoires, such as: little or no family obligations 
(attachments), masculinity or femininity, Middle Eastern origin, the role of 
empowerment, individualism and decision-making, etc. The concepts of individualism 
and empowerment are particularly important to the identity of the independent academic 
woman. Gill et al. (2011) argue that these two notions became central to the 
postfeminist discourse as well as Western culture in general, and are widely discussed 
and depicted in media.  
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The discourse of family and corresponding obligations was re-occurring within 




apart from being more comfortaEOHEHFDXVH,DPXVHGWRWKHV\VWHP´*KDGD 
Ghada has thoroughly highlighted the fact that she was free of family 
commitments, such as taking care of children or elderly parents. This, in Ghada`s 
opinion, allows here to make choices and take actions that are practically impossible for 
her female colleagues with children or other family commitments. Blackaby et al. 
(2005) describes the modern academia, and particularly the career paths within it, as an 
environment tailored to male perspective and opportuniWLHV%HLQJ³IUHH´DQGZLWKQR
³DWWDFKPHQWV´LVWKHUHIRUHYLHZHGE\*KDGDDVDZD\WRZDUGVVXFFHHGLQJZLWKLQDPDOH
dominating environment. 
The identity of the Independent Academic Women is complex and can be 
divided into two subgroups: firstly, women who empower themselves by 
DFNQRZOHGJLQJWKHLUµ2WKHUQHVV¶DQGVHFRQGO\ZRPHQZKRVHHNLQGHSHQGHQFHDQG
empowerment by purposefully ignore their difference. 
Researchers discuss experiences of minority women within Western academia 
and identify a number of challenges, associated with their minority status (Trotman & 
Greene, 2013, Monroe et al., 2008). Monroe et al. (2008) argue that these female 
professionals become double marginalized due to them being women and foreign to the 
white male dominated academic culture. Interestingly, while analysing the identity of 
Ibtisam, it becomes clear that she considers her ethnicity and Middle Eastern origin as a 





being a Muslim so I never had any inferiority complex WKURXJKRXW,GLGQ¶WKDYH
a problem. I think, I feel very... I mean, I felt very depressed for a long time 
EHFDXVHRIWKHZD\7KHUH¶VDORWRI,VODPRSKRELDSDUWLFXODUO\DIWHU
attacks and I try to do lots of work through my teaching, through my behaviour 
as an Arab woman, through teaching my students, I was teaching a whole class 
on race and racism in Birmingham for undergrad students and I was teaching 
another class, a Muslim woman, so I try through my teaching to promote a 
complex, a more complex understanding of Arab culture, of Islamic culture, of 
WKHFDXVHVRIYLROHQFHDQGWKLQJVOLNHWKDW´,EWLVDP 
:KLOHEHLQJSURXGRIKHU³0RURFFDQQHVV´,ELWVDPVKDUHVKHUH[SHULHQFHRI
encountering nationalism and islamophobia in the Western world. Being an independent 
and strong academic woman, Ibtisam chooses to find an individualist strategy to combat 
negative consequences of islamophobia in the university where she is employed. 
Similarly to narratives of other successful academic women, Ibtisam uses the notions of 
empowerment and individual choice to not only resist, but also address the problem. 
Ibtisam is using her professional experience to deliver a message to her students and 
colleagues, and this message aims to educate people about her region, and prevent 
aggression and violence. Zikic and Richardson (2015) argue that migrant minority 
women experience all kinds of challenges within their workplace which put them into 
disadvantaged position: getting used to new policies and work ethics, integrating into 
dominant culture. In addition to these issues, many interviewees have brought up the 
problem of English being their second, or even third language, and feelings of insecurity 
and pressure to outperform native-speaker colleagues just do demonstrate their 
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worthiness. However, to the knowledge of the researcher, nobody has thoroughly 
examined benefits which a minority ethnic background can offer an academic woman.  
A number of the interviewed academic women has shared their experience, 
according to which being of Middle Eastern origin provided them with a number of 
benefits that allowed them to succeed in the Western academia. Some of these benefits 
were knowledge of Arabic, understanding culture and political context, etc. All of the 
women, who reported this or a similar experiences found their career path in researching 
various aspects of the Middle East politics, media, culture or business. Therefore, the 
discussed phenomena is not relevant to all academic women, but instead only to those 
who pursue career path related to their ethnical or cultural background.  
At the same time, overly positive or neutral reports regarding ethnicity-related 
experiences within the professional environment, should be treated with caution. As 
discussed above, Kelan (2009) and Lewis (2014) point out that professional women 
often choose to ignore or hide experiences of gender inequality or discrimination, as 
these women believe that if they want to be perceived and treated as equal they have to 
ignore negative experiences and develop individual strategies of coping. 
While some of the interviewed women mentioned that their origin has positively 
contributed to their professional growth and moving up the career ladder, Jamila has 
shared her experience, according to which, she was literally pigeonholed into pursuing a 
research topic which was of no particular interest to her: 
³,HQGHGXSZULWLQJP\GLVVHUWDWLRQDERXW,UDQLDQPXVLFEXW,KDGQ¶WKDGDQ\
SDUWLFXODULQWHUHVWLQ,UDQLDQPXVLFEHIRUHWKHQ,¶PDSLDQLVWDQG,ZDVWUDLQHGLQ 
western classical music but I became interested in it and I also had a big interest 
actually before that in South American music but I think because of my, there 
was a kind of bit of cultural determinism and because of my cultural 
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background, the fact that I speak Persian I was sort of encouraged to kind of take 
P\UHVHDUFKLQWKDWGLUHFWLRQ´-DPLOD 
While the respondent was very careful with phrasing and expressing her attitude 
towards the course of the described events and the underlying reasons, it is still clear 
that she would rather enjoy a freedom of making her own choices, than being influenced 
by her ethnic backgrounds, particularly since she has highlighted that she does not 
identify herself as an Iranian, but rather as a British-Iranian: 
³6R,Pean, in a sense, I could say I think of myself as kind of British Iranian 
EXW,KDYHQ¶WUHDOO\OLYHGLQ,UDQDQGWKHUHZDVDYHU\ORQJSHULRGZKHQ,GLGQ¶W
,ZHQWDQGYLVLWHGRQFHDVDFKLOGDQGWKHQ,GLGQ¶WJREDFNIRUDERXWWKLUW\\HDUV
so my cultural FRQQHFWLRQWR,UDQLVPDLQO\WKURXJKP\IDPLO\FRQQHFWLRQV«´
(Jamila) 
Magda shared her perception of the position of Middle Eastern women within 
the modern UK academic environment. In line with argument of Turner (2002), the 
female researcher perceives modern academia as an environment dominated by white 
males, and even refers to it as a union, therefore implying that they (white males) 
H[HUFLVHVRPHH[WUDSRZHUDQGFRQWURORYHUWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDORUJDQL]DWLRQ³«ZKHUH,
feel more sexism and in some ways alVR,FDQ¶WVD\UDFLVPEXWYHU\YHU\PXFK
controlled by white men is the union actually, it is such an unreconstructed, macho 
ZKLWHPHQVSDFH«´0DJGD 
As an independent academic woman, Magda discusses instances of male 





what seems to be quite arrogant demeanour is actually insecurity.  Having said 
that I do strongly believe that there are structural issues within the education in 
this country and anywhere in the world, that makes it difficult for women and 
for Middle Eastern women, but these are linked not only to institutiRQWKH\¶UH
also linked to issues around lack of confidence, lack of role models, lack of 
SURSHUPHQWRULQJ\HDK´0DJGD 
However, the most interesting point, that Magda makes is the reaction of some 
other strong academic women to this highly competitive white male dominated 
environment. Magda suggests that due to the existing competition and overall 
underprivileged position of women, and particularly the ethnic minority ones, many of 
them adopt masculine type of behaviour, while other choose to become aggressive and 
highly competitive towards other Female rivals: 
³$QG,WKLQNZKDWLVWKHSUREOHPZLWKZRPHQWKDWRIWHQZRPHQZKRGRJHWWR
these positions then turn into like the most horrendous, they also think that the 




This observation is in line with the criticism of Hult et al. (2005) directed at 
using mixed gender boards of HR committees as a solution to overcome the problem of 
ZRPHQ¶VXQGHUUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDPRQJKLJKHUUDQNDFDGHPLFSRVLWLRQV7KHUHVHDUFKHU
argues that despite common perception that female recruiters will ensure equal 
opportunities for both genders, the empirical evidence demonstrates that very often 
female committee members instead of favouring female candidates behave hostile 
towards them (Hult et al., 2005; Van Der Brink et al., 2010). 
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As mentioned above, each of the identified femininities was an intermix of 
multiple interpretive repertoires. In addition, to the repertoire of individualism, choice 
and empowerment, the interview participants characterised as the independent academic 
woman, also drew on other discourses. For example, Magda, also recruited the identity 
of the academic mother (Western tradition). Specifically, Magda was actively drawing 
on her experience of juggling work and family responsibilities.  It is very interesting 
how Magda and other interviewed Middle Eastern academics combine different features 
within one identity; the observed phenomenon is closed to what Lewis (2014) has 
described as mumpreneurs. Lewis (2014) argues that these mumpreneurs adopt identity 
ZKLFKFDQEHFKDUDFWHULVHGDV³«7KHORFDWLRQRIPDWHUQDOHQWUHSUHQHXULDOIHPLQLQLW\
between liberal (masculine) feminism and femininity is connected to discourses of 
LQGLYLGXDOL]DWLRQDQGUHWUHDWLVPDQGFRQVWLWXWHGE\TXDOLWLHVFRQQHFWHGZLWKWKHP´
(p.13). Magada`s identity is also clearly combining these two extremes; from one side it 
is suggested that traditionally she should choose to focus on her family and children, as 
VRPHWKLQJVKHKDVWRGRLQOLQHZLWK³DSRVWIHPLQLVPUHJLPH´/HZLVS). At 
the same time she is determined to continue with her academic career, despite the 
traditional approach.  
Magda, when discussing her experience of juggling work and family 
responsibilities has brought up an important contribution of her husband who fully 
shared family-related responsibilities with her, and even chose to stay home with 
children when Magda felt ready to go back to her career: 
³:HOO,PHDQ,KDYHDYHU\VXSSRUWLYHKXVEDQGSDUWQHUDQG,PHDQ,KDYHWR
say that from when I was... when initially when I went back to full-time work, I 
went back to full-time work with a three month old baby, commuting between 
London and Exeter which was hell, it was really difficult, but from when our 
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daughter was one year old I would actually leave her with my husband and be 
away for three days, so I would go on a Tuesday morning onto the train to 
([HWHUVSHQGWZRQLJKWVWKHUHDQGFRPHEDFNRQD7KXUVGD\HYHQLQJRND\³
(Magda) 
The case of Magda and her husband was unique to the entire research and 
demonstrated the reverse switching of traditional roles: when a husband chose to 
sacrifice his career (Luke, 2001). This instance along with other scenarios described 
above demonstrates that without some extra help (husband volunteering to stay at home, 
childminders, extended family) it is extremely difficult for an academic woman to fulfil 
her responsibilities and roles of a successful professional and mother. 
$SDUWIURPWKH³SXUH´LGHQWLW\RIDFDGHPLFPRWKHUWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\KDVDOVR
LGHQWLILHGDPRUH³:HVWHUQLVHG´YHUVLRQRIWKLVLGHQWLW\ZKLFKUHOLHVRQHTXDO
distribution of responsibilities inside a family. During the interviewing process various 
family arrangements were discussed, as the Female researchers have shared their own 
stories and those of their friends and colleagues. Most of the interviewed Middle 
Eastern who did have families stressed that the only way for them to continue 
productive career was dividing family-related tasks with their partners/ husbands or 
paying for special childcare. While most of them reported their husbands and partners 
actively participating in the child raising process, Magda has shared an experience of 
her friend as well as her overall perception of involvement of both parents into raising 









According to Magda this experience has extremely negative consequences for 
the career of her friend, as well as for many other women in the UK academia. 
Therefore, Magda acknowledges that major structural barriers are still their preventing 
women from professional growth. Magda also describes a hypothetical situation where 
both parents originate from Middle East:  
³«DQG\RXNQRZWKHKRXVHZRUNDQGVKHIHHOVLW¶VYHU\XQIDLUDQGVKHIHHOV
LW¶VUHDOO\DIIHFWLQJKHUDELOLW\WRSURGXFHDQG,WKLQNWKDWLV\HDKDQG,WKLQN
particularly... I mean particularly Middle Eastern woman married to Middle 
Eastern man, I think that without wanting to Middle Eastern men but [both 
ODXJK@\HDK,WKLQNWKDWPLJKWEHDQLVVXH\HDK´0DJGD 
When analysing the interpretive repertoires that outline the academic woman 
identity, it became evident that their interpretations were often cantered around how 
they perceive and behave themselves in relation to their foreignness, or otherness. Gill 
et al. (2011) argues that the so-FDOOHG³0XVOLP´PLJUDQWVZKHWKHULWLVDSUHVFULEHG
label or identity that was self-chosen) are often being discussed as key characters that 
threaten European or Western values, and represent otherness. For the professional 
women of Middle Eastern origin this means that they have to find a way to find their 
place within a new society. One of the options, discussed above is adopting an identity 
of an independent postfeminist: the individuals simply attempt to blend in, without 
drawing too much attention to their native culture, views, etc. An alternative approach is 
DGPLWWLQJNH\µQDWXUDO¶GLIIHUHQFHV between them, Middle Eastern academic women, 
and the UK majority, and embrace the consequence of always being treated as an 
outsider to the dominant culture.  
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Gill et al. (2011) further argue that Muslim migrants are often required (or rather 
expected) to prove that their values are no different from those of the local nationals. 
The researcher argues that modern legislature and social pressure puts migrants into an 
unprivileged position, where the latter feel obliged or pressured to demonstrate their 
loyaOW\WR:HVWHUQYDOXHVLQRUGHUWR³HDUQ´FLWL]HQVKLSDQGDFFHSWDQFH$WWKHVDPH
time, non-migrant citizens find it appropriate to police various hurdles on the way of the 
immigrants` integration (Gill et al., 2011). 
Latifa, for instance discussed how her family was opposed to her mother 
marrying a UK citizen at first, but then after she did marry him, established a very warm 




closest people to him in his life, far closer than his own parents. And then so I 
grew up in Iran anGWKHQ«´/DWLID 
Changing her last name for an Iranian family name was another experience 
described by Latifa as a way to merge with her origin and Iranian family: 
³,DSSOLHGIRUDJUDQWZLWKWKH>«@/LEUDU\WRJHWWKHSDSHUSUHVHUYHGLQWKH




possibility to work through that history, to read original documents related to the 
coup against Mosaddegh in 1953 which is the seminal moment when the seeds 
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of hatred for Britain were planted in Iran, you know, it has, that archive was, had 
HYHU\WKLQJLQLWWKDW,QHHGHGLQDZD\´/DWLID 
Latifa has initiated a life-long quest to discover, or rather understand her 
identity, and in order to do that she decided to find more about relationship between two 
countries that she associated herself with: the UK and Iran. The quest to learn more 
about national history and traditions also led to her becoming more close with her 
Iranian family and an established feeling of acceptance and understanding. 
As she expressed in her interview, the Latifa felt like an outsider in the UK for 
the most of her life. 
³LW¶VDUHDOO\EDGWKLQJWRVD\EXWWRIHHOIUHHLQWKDWZD\WRIHHODWKRPHLV
FRPSOHWHO\FKDQJHGZRUOG%XWLWZDVQ¶WOLNHWKDWZKHQ,FDPHKHUHWKHQ,ZDV
very isolated in this kind of like ridiculous school that I went to and I mean a 
really seminal moment for me was the Falklands War, the moment the Falklands 
War, the revolution had happened in Iran, there was Iraq War going on in Iran 
and in this school we never watched the news, we never talked about it, nobody 
HYHUFDUHGDERXWLW)DONODQGV:DUKDSSHQHG³RK%ULWDLQRKWKHUH¶VDZDURK
OHW¶VZDWFKWKHQHZV´«´/DWLID 
Latifa shares an experience, according to which her perception of herself or 
other is shaped by cultural norms and even media practice within the UK: the fact that 
the coverage of foreign news, particularly those occurring in her home country, is so 
disproportionately small when compared to that of the news concerning the UK politics, 
contributes to her feeling isolated and alone:  
³«DQGDWWKDWPRPHQW,NQHZ,PHDQDWWKDWPRPHQW,¶YHDOZD\VKDGYHU\
very ambivalent feelings towards England but real sense of hatred for ignorance 
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The childhood experience and perception of social ignorance has for a long time 
contributed to Latifa`s not feeling at home and instead feeling as a foreigner. Johansson 
and Sliwa (2013) argue that foreignness can be viewed as a quantitative trait, in the 
sense that some people experience it more than the others. In the case of Latifa, it can be 
argued that she experienced the UK as somewhat of an alien culture and this personal 
reaction shaped her entire life, from youth to professional career: 
³6RWKHLVRODWLRQWKDW,DOUHDG\KDGWKURXJKVFKRRODQGWKURXJKQRWVSHDNLQJZDV
compoundeGE\DQLQWHOOHFWXDOLVRODWLRQZKHUH,FRXOGQ¶W,¶PMXVWQRWJRLQJWR
be a black feminist and that was, so I never felt like I could find a space in that 
intellectual work. Now, now I would look back and say possibly you could have 
done, you could have been braver but because I had all of those other personal 
factors in the mix it was impossible for me to do the intellectual, to have the 
LQWHOOHFWXDOFRXUDJHZKLFK,WKLQN,¶YHJRWQRZ6RSDUWRIRQHUHDVRQIRUWDNLQJ
a name is to be identified, is to havHDIODJWRVD\³,¶PQRW(QJOLVK´DQG
unfortunately I have to express that for you in ways that are, fit into this 
FXOWXUH«´/DWLID 
Latifa argues that her situation and particularly the quest for her real identity has 
lasted too long and resulted in a nuPEHURI³PLVWDNHV´DQGPLVVHGSURIHVVLRQDODQG
intellectual opportunities. During the interview, she often expressed her regret over 
GHFLVLRQVRUDFWLRQVVKHFRXOGKDYHWDNHQLIVKHKDGPRUH³LQWHOOHFWXDOFRXUDJH´WR
admit her foreignness. At the same time, from an alternative point of view, it can be 
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argued that the life-long quest has inspired some of her research works, and therefore 
largely contributed to Latifa`s own professional development as well as body of 
knowledge in general. However, for Latifa, the topic of identity is very sensitive and 
concerns a number of negative experiences, which may be one of the reasons why she 
undermines her successes and contributions to research in general. 
Interestingly, Latifa compares her own journey with that of another minority 
woman also employed within the UK academia. While some interviewees (i.e., Elham) 
perceive foreignness or being a woman in a male-dominant culture as something 
potentially harmful to their integration, acceptance or professional growth, Latifa finds a 
much deeper and less practical implication of being an outsider. 
Johansson and Sliwa (2013) discuss different degrees of foreignness and 
FRUUHVSRQGLQJDSSOLFDWLRQVRIWKDW³2QHPHGLDWLQJIDFWRURIWKHH[SHULHQFHG
foreignness which emerges in the accounts is cultural distance, whereby a felt cultural 
proximity ± defined in terms of food and drink, the climate and patterns of interaction ± 
between the UK and the country of origin contributes to a lessened experience of 
IRUHLJQQHVV´,QWKHVLWXDtion of Latifa, it is indeed the degree of difference between the 
UK and her Middle Eastern country of origin that contributes the emerging feeling of 
ambivalence and confusion regarding her identity. 
At the same time, Latifa acknowledges that experiences of women-outsiders 
differ significantly and depend on personal choices. She discusses the experience of 
another minority woman, also from an academic background, who turned her 
experience of foreignness and being a woman in a male-dominant environment into her 





active in a very good way in helping women particularly and but especially 
EODFNZRPHQLQDOONLQGVRIVR\RXNQRZVKH¶VMXVWYHU\SURGXFWLYHVKHGRHV
YHU\LQWHUHVWLQJZRUNDQGVRRQ´/DWLID 
While comparing the two experience, one of her own and that of a Female-activist, 
Latifa reveals her own perception of the existing differences: while the life story of a 
Female-academic is very straightforward and presents an evolving journey, the path of 
Latifa is more cantered around self-discovery and understanding of her origin: 
³%XW,RIWHQFRPSDUHXVDQG,WKLQNRXUVtories are quite different and my story, 
ZKHQ\RXKDYHDVWRU\OLNHPLQH\RXGRQ¶WJRWKURXJKOLIHLQVWDJHVWKHOHYHORI
discrimination or whatever is so profound it shapes a whole life, you know, you 
GRQ¶WVSHDNWKHULJKWLQWHOOHFWXDOODQJXDJH\RXGRQ¶t have a coherent sense of 
ZKHUH\RXFRPHIURPLWLVQRWVH[\WREHIRUHLJQLW¶VQRWH[RWLFLW¶VDZIXO\RX
know, it bleeds basically and you make a mess of everything, you write the 
wrong PhD, you get in the wrong area, you marry the wrong person, that is the 
story in some ways, that is how I see that story. And so I think if there is a sense 
LQZKLFKKRZLW¶VDIIHFWHGPHWKH\¶UHQRWUHDOO\WZRSDUWV,ZDVMXVWOXFN\WR
KDYHFRPHRXWWKLVZD\LQWKHHQGEXWLW¶VRQH«´/DWLID 
Johansson and Sliwa (2013) argue that foreignness is often used as a sort of 
PHWULFVV\VWHPDSSOLHGWRMXGJHGHYLDWLRQIURP³QRUPDO´EHKDYLRXURUFXOWXUH± the 
ones of minority. At the same time, the researchers note that foreignness can also be 
used as a resource of perceived differences that can be exploited for personal or 
professional purposes. For instance, Aida argues that her foreignness (knowledge of 
Arabic, culture, habits, connections in the Middle East) served her as a source of a sort 
of a competitive advantage as they opened more opportunities in the research sphere. 
Interestingly, Latifa refuses to see her foreignness as an advantage and instead views it, 
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or rather a life-long quest associated with it, as a sort of disadvantage that led to a 
number of poor professional ³ZURQJ3K'´DQGSHUVRQDO³ZURQJPDUULDJH´FKRLFHV 
³6R,WKLQNEDVLFDOO\IRUPHDQRWKHUWKLQJ,VKRXOGVD\LVQHDUO\DOOP\ZRUN
HYHU\VLQJOHDFDGHPLFSLHFH,¶YHZRUNHGLVDQWL-identity, anti-identity, anti-
identity politics against those kinds of things because I think things are so 
FRPSOLFDWHGWKDWWRUHGXFHWKHPLQWKDWZD\LVMXVWLW¶VDYLRODWLRQLQVRPHZD\
But I see that many people benefit greatly on both sides of the colour line from 
LGHQWLW\SROLWLFV´/DWLID 
It can be concluded that the story of Latifa represents some sort of not even 
double, but rather triple marginalisation. Being an ethnic minority woman in white male 
dominated UK academic environment, she also finds it difficult or rather impossible to 
relate to the experiences of other ethnic minority women. Therefore, she further isolates 
herself in her anti-identity quest. At the same time, Latifa highlights that even though 
her key focus was finding her identity and researching the complex relationship between 
the UK and her country of origin, she completely recognises the existing institutional 
barriers and discriminative practices existing within the academic environment: 
³,UHDOO\GRWKLQNWKDWWKHSROLWLFVRIUDFHHWKQLFLW\IHPLQLVPDUHUHDOO\UHDOO\
important. I do think there are absolutely structural and institutional 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQVDJDLQVWSHRSOHZKRDUHEODFNSHRSOHZKRGRQ¶WFRPHIURPWKH
UK, people whose first language is not English and so on, women, childbearing, 
,DEVROXWHO\WKLQNWKRVHWKLQJVH[LVWVRLW¶VQRWIRUDPLQXWHWKDW,GRQ¶WWKLQN
WKRVHWKLQJVH[LVW´/DWLID 
Tara`s experience is diametrically different from Latifa`s narrative. First of all, very 
early in her life Tara has made a decision not to identify herself with a country, but 
rather with a culture or socio-political norms and democratic values. Tara also openly 
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accepts that she will be perceived as Turkish by people in the UK and this has little to 
do with how she herself identifies her: 
³:HOO,PHDQ,ZRXOGSUHVXPHDV7XUNLVKHYHQLI,GRQ¶WLGentify myself as 
Turkish they would perceive me as Turkish and there is nothing you can do 
DERXWLWUHDOO\´7DUD 
The researcher also recognises that perception of people surrounding her are 
often based on her country of origin, and though being careful in phrasing and 
GHPRQVWUDWHGDWWLWXGHH[SUHVVHVVOLJKWGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWK³EHLQJSODFHGLQWKDWER[´
due to the fact that she originates from Turkey: 
³:HOO,PHDQLWZRXOGEHMXVWLPSOLFLWDQ\ZD\\RXNQRZSHRSOHGRQ¶WFRPHWR
\RXDQGVD\³RK\RXDUH7XUNLVK´RUVRPHWKLQJEXW\RXFRXOGVHQVHWKDWWKHLU
perception of you is based on your national origin. Well I mean this is just how 
it is and there is nothing you can change it and sometimes people will think, you 
NQRZOLNHWKH\ZRXOGWKLQNWKDW³RKZHKDve diverse people here, for example 
>7DUD@LV7XUNLVK´DQGVRRQVR\RXZRXOG\RXVHHDOVRWKDW\RXNQRZLQ
SHRSOH¶VPLQGDFWXDOO\\RXDUHLQWKLVER[´7DUD 
Tara further argues for importance of feminism and understanding the role of 
gender and ethnicity in exploring experiences of female ethnic minority researchers in 
the context of the UK academia: 
³$QG,ZRXOGLGHQWLI\,ZRXOGLGHQWLI\P\VHOIDVDQHWKQLFPLQRULW\DFDGHPLF
as well because I mean I am experiencing the challenges of it, I mean EHLQJ,¶P
DQHWKQLFPLQRULW\LQ%ULWDLQ\RXNQRZDQG,¶PDQHWKQLFPLQRULW\LQP\
workplace and I experience this. So feminism is something, you know, maybe 
closer to how I see myself but ethnic minority thing it is imposed from outside 
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While an independent academic woman positions herself firmly, and sometimes 
aggressively, often in opposition to the established regime, or other women who try to 
blend in.  
Fadia is another Middle Eastern academic employed in the UK who best fits the identity 
of the independent academic woman. In the case of Fadia, such interpretive repertoire as 
individualism, choice and empowerment was the most influential parts of the identity 
construct. Fadia has actively highlighted that she has made a choice of focusing on her 
career as opposed on building a family, and that neither her gender, nor ethnicity have 
anything to do with her career and professional trajectory. To the contrary, as discussed 
by Gill et al. (2016) the female academic has highlighted on multiple occasions that she 
does not find the topic of family sensitive, and that if anything her ethnic origin has 




During the interview, and when family and work responsibilities were discussed, 
it was clear that the interpretative repertoire of individualism, choice and empowerment 
strongly shapes Fadia`s identity. Throughout her narrative, Fadia makes it clear that she 
views herself in an advantageous position when compared to her female colleagues with 
families. The academic highlights that she sees children being a more difficult 
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responsibility to cope with than work. Although she does not directly state this, she 
implies that children and having a family in general would be a great obstacle to her 




sick, there are things that you would have agreed with your friends to do it and 
then something might happen, your kids fell in the school or whatever and then 
they just went out of the window, I know all of this because I have so many 
friends with children and I know exactly how difficult it is to actually run a 
QRUPDOOLIHZLWKIULHQGVHVSHFLDOO\ZKHQ\RXKDYH\RXQJNLGVDQG,¶PRND\
with it, and I assume my friends later on if, you know, if I have children they 
VKRXOGEHRND\ZLWKLWEHFDXVH,¶PRND\ZLWK>ODXJKV@WKHLURZQKLFFXSVDQG,
WRWDOO\´)DGLD 
6.3. The Academic mother - Western traditional 
 
Ibtisam, along with some other female academics has discussed the battle she is 
continuing every day ± a battle to find balance between her work and family 
responsibilities. The respondent has highlighted that since she got married and had a 
FKLOGKHUSURIHVVLRQDOOLIHKDVFKDQJHGVLJQLILFDQWO\DVZHOO³2K\HVGHILQLWHO\,PHDQ
having FKLOGUHQGRHVKDYHDELJLPSDFWRQFDUHHUDPELWLRQV´,EWLVDP+HZOHWWDQG
Luce (2005) discuss the key consequence of professional women trying to juggle their 
work and family responsibilities as feeling more stressed and tired when compared to 
their male colleagues. On the other hand, apart from major physical effect, the academic 
mother also experiences some serious psychological challenges, such as constant feeling 
of guilt (Hewlett & Luce, 2005): 
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³,PHDQ,XVHGWRWUDYHODORWEXWQRZ,FDQ¶WOLNH,¶m invited to go to New York 
LQ2FWREHUIRUDFRQIHUHQFHDQG,¶PUHWKLQNLQJLWEHFDXVHLQ-DQXDU\,ZHQWWR
Tokyo for a conference and I had, it was a week without seeing my son and it 
ZDVYHU\GLIILFXOWVRDQRWKHUZHHNQRWWRVHHKLPLVYHU\KDUGVRLW¶VD kind of... 
,PHDQWKHUHDUHRWKHUZRPHQZKRGRQ¶WKDYHWKHVHLVVXHVWKH\MXVWWUDYHO
because my son will be with his dad, he will be very well looked after but I just 
IHHOOLNH,FDQQRWVSHQGPRUHWKDQDZHHNQRWVHHLQJKLP«´,EWLVDP 
Hull et al. (2005) argues that apart from worsening psychological well-being, 
women who have to constantly combine and juggle multiple responsibility may 
experience other consequences, such as low overall satisfaction with their job. The 
permanent perception that a woman does not give her profession or family enough time, 
gradually accumulates and may negatively reflect on their job performance through low 
level of motivation, as well as missed opportunities (Hull et al., 2005). Ibtisam 
continues: 
 ³«VRVRPHWLPHV,VD\QR so this year I said no to a few things which would be 
very good for my career and also in terms of workload, like before having Samir 
,XVHGWRSXEOLVKPRUHQRZLW¶VUHVSRQVLELOLWLHVEXW,WDONWR,PHDQWKLVLV
very important, I talk to mothers of different nationalities, European, Asian, 
$IULFDQDQGWKH\VD\WKHVDPHWKLQJ,PHDQLW¶VQRWHDV\WREHDPRWKHUDQGWR
have the same level of career progress because your career go a little bit flat and 
WKHQKRSHIXOO\LWZLOOSLFNXS%XW,¶PNHHSLQJWKH EDODQFH´,EWLVDP 
Ibtisam shares her experience of juggling numerous responsibilities, as well as 
the eventual outcomes for her family and professional lives. As a mother, she often ends 
XSIHHOLQJJXLOW\IRU³DEDQGRQLQJ´KHUVRQHYHQWKRXJKVKHXQGHUstands it perfectly 
well, her husband is willing to and takes good care of their only child. Despite this, 
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accumulating feeling of guilt makes Ibtisam take decisions that negatively affect her 
career growth, as she has to cut down the number of hours dedicated to research and 
miss some professional trips that could help her establish useful connections. 
Interestingly, Ibtisam, highlights the fact that the experienced challenges have 
little to do with her nationality, as according to her narrative, her British female 
FROOHDJXHVDQGIULHQGVVWUXJJOHZLWKWKHVDPHNLQGVRILVVXHVĝOLZDDQG-RKDQVVRQ
(2013), however, argue that the experiences of local women and the ones who have 
immigrated are totally different. Local women often have their family members living 
close by (mother, sisters, aunts), who are often willing to help with some of their family 
responsibilities and can babysit if there is a need for it (Sliwa & Johansson, 2013). 
Arguably, an attempt by Ibtisam to describe her situation as similar (and not 
more difficult) than those of the UK-native women, is very alike to the scenario 
described by Kelan (2009) and discussed by Lewis (2014), when professional women 
try to ignore existing gender inequalities, or at least characterise them as rare and not 
having any effect on their normal career lives. This can be viewed as an integral part of 
the postfeminist concept, where professional women deliberately ignore existing 
inequalities or design individual strategies to combat them on their own (Lewis, 2014). 
³«WKDW¶VOLIHLVQ¶WLW,PHDQ\RXFDQ¶W\RXFDQ¶WKDYHHYHU\WKLQJVR%XW,
GRQ¶WIRUPHSHUVRQDOO\,VHHDORWRIDcademics, a lot of female academics who 
PDNHWKHGHFLVLRQQRWWRKDYHFKLOGUHQRUWKH\GRQ¶WKDYHFKLOGUHQEHFDXVHLW¶V
never the right time and then it gets too late or whatever and for me personally I 
still would rather, you know, have the family and be stressed out and not have 
time than not to have that. I also see many Female academics in my field who 
KDYHEHHQDEOHWRSURJUHVVKLJK\RXNQRZEHFRPHSURPRWHGEHFDXVHWKH\¶YH
had more time to get the publications, etcetera, etcetera. I mean, you know, I 
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However, according to Nahas (1999), despite common perception, academic job 
is characterised by high level of competitiveness and stress and requires researchers to 
dedicate their full time an effort in order to succeed. Therefore, even though Nahas does 
enjoy a certain degree of flexibility when planning her research versus teaching 
activities, she still has to work over 40 hours per week in order to stay competitive and 
productive within her field. 
Qamar, although highlighting the role of tradition, extended family and her 
Middle Eastern heritage, more complies with the Western tradition of the academic 
mother, than the Traditional Middle Eastern Academic. The academic draws on such 
discourses as juggling home and work responsibilities, parental involvement, career 
choice and disadvantaged position of women. According to Qamar, the only way for her 
to have a career in the UK academe was to make a number of sacrifices, which in turn 
strongly affected her family.  
³)RUH[DPSOH,GLGQ¶WKDYHDVRFLDOOLIH,GLGQ¶WJRRXWOLNHVRPHSHRSOHZRXOG
do, I stayed like three years without going anywhere, I did just work. When my 
children were very young I was giving them some time and giving the rest of the 
time to my research and teaching and everything. I managed to steal hours from 
the day, like when people are sleeping in the morning I would wake up at four to 
do some work, when I went to the office I would have done half a day already, 
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you know, because then I know that in the early hours of the evening I have 
FKLOGUHQWRORRNDIWHUVR,PDGHWKH\DUHWKHNLQGRIVDFULILFHV,PDGH,GLGQ¶W
go out tR,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWNLQGRIWKLQJVSHRSOHGRJRLQJRXWVKRSSLQJ
socialising, and to be honest, as a foreigner I, it was easier for me because I had 
QRIDPLO\KHUHWRWDNHP\WLPH\RXVHHWKDW¶VDQRWKHUVDFULILFHDQG,GLGVHH
my family like two weeks LQD\HDUWKDW¶VDQRWKHUVDFULILFH\RXXQGHUVWDQG"´
(Qamar) 
Along with other complex identities identified by the present research, that of 
Qamar is based on a number of interpretative repertoires, also including the one of her 
gender and ethnicity having nothing to do with career, etc. The researcher has 
highlighted a number of times throughout the interview, that she views her origin as an 
advantage, and not as a drawback when it comes to her personal life and professional 
career: 
³«EXWEHIRUH,EHFDPe British I was Algerian so I am still Algerian and I am 
British and I respect the fact that I am a British person, I can see the privileges 
that I get for being British, but I also see the privileges I get for being Algerian, 
so this duality of passport, of cultures, really gives you so many advantages 
EDVLFDOO\´4DPDU 
Here also the duality of tradition versus modernity can be observed. Throughout 
her narrative Qamar highlights importance of extended family in her life, and her 
obligations in front of them. At the same time she actively recruits postfeminist 
discourse of individualism, choice and denial of gender discrimination to eliminate any 




6.4. The Traditional Middle Eastern Academic 
 
Both identities, The academic Mother and The traditional Middle Eastern 
academic identities are very complex in their nature, and are perceived within the 
Western society through a prism of stereotypes and old beliefs. Gill et al. (2011) argue 
that Muslim migrant families (i.e., families from Turkey) are perceived as ones having 
incredibly strong family ties, traditional patriarchal structures and a set of 
responsibilities and expectations that differ from those of the Western families. These 
perceptions, according to Gills et al. (2011) create an exaggerated dichotomy, according 
to which, the Western society is considered democratic, modern and progressive, with 
IRFXVRQHTXDOULJKWVDQGSHUVRQDOIUHHGRPZKLOH³0XVOLP´ZRUOGLVVHHQDV
traditional, full of inequalities, and characterised by declined economic opportunities. 
Another key point of the discussion is that many Western non-migrant citizens perceive 
³0XVOLP´PLJUDQWZRPHQDVYLFWLPVRIRSSUHVVLRQE\IDPLO\RUVRFLHW\DQGJHQGHU
discrimination. Gill et al. QRWHWKDW:HVWHUQPHGLDRIWHQSRUWUD\V³0XVOLP´
women who managed to obtained higher education as a minority survivors and fighters 
for their rights. It is important to understand that gender inequality practices exist in the 
Middle East, however these perceptions are constructed without even considering an 
individual situation of a given Middle Eastern woman. 
During the course of interview, many of the Middle Eastern Female academics 
addressed the issue of their family and family relationships in relation to their choices 
and career, and family-UHODWHGGHFLVLRQV*LOOHWDOSQRWH³«WKH
stereotype fixes migrant women to the figure of victim of gendered oppression: this 
gendered oppression is explained as a consequence of cultural or rHOLJLRXVDVSHFWV´$V
SRLQWHGRXWE\0DJGD³ZKHQ\RXVSHDNDERXWFXOWXUDOQRUPV,WKLQN\RXKDYHWREH
very careful to not generalise about Middle Eastern cultural norms where gender is 
FRQFHUQHG«´:KLOHWKHSUHYDLOLQJVWHUHRW\SHVWHQGWRKRPRJHQL]HIDPLly and gender 
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relationships within the Middle Eastern families, and an overall dominating role of 
³0XVOLP´FXOWXUHLQLWDQXPEHURIUHVSRQGHQWVKDYHFRQWULEXWHGWRZDUGVEXLOGLQJD
picture which is much more diverse and complex. 
Urooj, on the other hand discussed a somewhat Western stereotypical vision of a 
Middle Eastern family: her husband`s family continuously pressure her to dedicate more 
time and effort to her husband and family-related responsibilities: 







Manchester and leaving her husband behind, which adds another layer of guilt 
DJDLQZKLFKEHFDXVH\RXNQRZRQWKHRQHKDQG\RXIHHO\RX¶UHVDFULILFLQJ
>ODXJKV@DQGWKHRWKHUKDQG\RX¶UHVWLOODFFXVHGRIQRWEHLQJJRRGHQRXJK
GHVSLWHDOOZKDW\RX¶UHWU\LQJWRput into. So we have that discussion and I think 
,PDGHLWYHU\FOHDUWRKLPWKDWIURPDILQDQFLDOSHUVSHFWLYHLW¶V\RXNQRZ,
GRQ¶WWKLQNLWLVSRVVLEOHIRUPHQRWWRZRUNHYHQWKRXJKIRUDODUJHSDUWRIP\
salary goes into the commute, but still I am, you know, having a salary makes 
me a bit more self-VXVWDLQHG´8URRM 
Urooj argues that professional activity gives her an important feeling of self-
fulfilment, which is crucial for her self-efficacy and motivation. While she herself 
admits how important the work is to her, she notes that due to a number of 
considerations, when time comes for her to become a mother she will abandon work and 
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focus solely on her family obligations. Arguably, her husband`s family plays a certain 







kids, I think I could try work out, you know, my career, until I have to make that 
trade-RII´8URRM 
Urooj shares her experience of trying to combine work and family life as well as 
how she attempts to plan future motherhood. According to the researcher, her Middle 
Eastern identity puts extra pressure on her, as her husband and his family (according to 
her impression) make two assumptions about her: (1) being an academic she is more 
flexible and in control of her free and work time; (2) being a wife she has to be able to 
sacrifice her work in order to be able to fulfil the responsibilities of a wife and a future 
mother: 
³,W¶VQRWZHOOWKLVLVDJDLQRQHRIWKHGLOHPPDVRIEHLQJ0LGGOH(DVWHUQ




got nine to five, or maybe VKLIWVQLQHWRQLQHVRLW¶VEHWWHUWREHOLYLQJZKHUHKH
works, whilst I have a more flexible schedule so I can sort of work things out 
easier. And the other layer is the idea of again the cultural dimension where 
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Urooj shares her prospect plans, according to which, once she is ready to have 






you have kids, yoX¶YHEHHQPDUULHGIRUVL[\HDUVZK\KDYHQ¶W\RXKDGNLGV"´
WKDWNLQGRIRU,VD\WKDW³:HOO´RULW¶VVRPHWKLQJ,ZDQWUHJDUGOHVVRIZKHWKHU
WKH\¶UHSUHVVXULQJPHRUQRWEXW,¶PLPPXQH>ERWKODXJK@,¶YHEHHQLPPXQHWR
the marriage pressure, and I thinN,¶PLPPXQHIURPWKHSUHVVXULQJWKHNLGV
SUHVVXUHDVZHOO´8URRM 
The way Urooj and other Female researchers present their possibilities to 
combine work and family or instead choose to focus solely on one or another, may seem 
like the widely discussed opportunity of women to retreat to home due to their choice 
and not obligation (Lewis, 2014), however deeper analysis of the discourses suggests 
that this choice is never an exercise of the free will of a woman. It appears that there 
exists a complex system of external and internal factors that pressure and push woman 
towards a certain decision: opinion of husband and family, negative effect of maternity 





Basma`s identity can be best described as Traditional Middle Eastern Academic, 
and although it actively recruits individualism, choice and denial of gender 
discrimination interpretative repertoire, it is also largely based on such sub-interpretive 
repertoire  as parent`s approval. 
³,PHDQWKH\¶UHERWKWKH\¶UHERWKVRUWRIYHU\KLJKKLJKDFKLHYHUVDQG,WKH\




At the same time, while highlighting how important parent`s opinion was for her 
career choice and academic performance, Basma highlights that most of the decisions 
she made were based on her choice, and her practicality. The example of Basma 
therefore clearly demonstrates how postfeminism can be viewed as an intersection of 
traditional approach (e.g., role of family) and modernity (individual choice, 
empowerment, etc.). Interestingly, while Basma is open about the role of her parents 
and even discusses some pressure that was exercised on her when her family decided 





force me, you know, they still, they still supported me and they still supported 
me financially so they, so they argued but they still let me do it, \HDK´%DVPD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Despite this disclaimer the topic of traditional Middle Eastern family is re-
appearing throughout Basma`s narrative again and again, as she discusses the arising 
conflict between her traditional Lebanese upbringing and values she was used to at 
home when living with her mother and father, and new impressions, views and values 
she has encountered when studying in the UK, and later during her career as an 
academic: 
³%HFDXVH,MXVWZDQWHGWREUHDWKH\RXNQRZ,MXVWGLGQ¶WZDQWWKHP\RXNQRZ
it was just I was responsible for myself, cooking for myself, going out, meeting, 
you know, talking to whoever I wanted, you know, I had access to all these 
IULHQGVWKDWWKH\GLGQ¶WKDYHWRDSSURYHRI\RXNQRZ,FRXOGKDQJRXWDQGLW
was, and these, and this, you know, relationships with people was part of the 
whole of the kind of intellectual freedom that I was gaining as well, through 
study, you know, I was, the two things went together, you know, so, and Kent in 
those days was a very, very radical Law School, it still is, the Law School, so, 




Hadeel also discusses the role of her family in her making her professional 
choices, forming values and later ± constructing her identity as an Egyptian, and not just 
Arab, or Middle Eastern. 
³2IFRXUVHEHFDXVH,GLGQ
WKDYH,mean, I still had kind of guidance of what 
was, you know, what was okay, what wasn't, and since my family's behaviours 
were complying with the culture, then I was just doing what, you know, there 
was no dissonance, there was no separation between what I was doing and the 
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culture I moved into, everything was in harmony, everything was comfortable, 
VRLWGLGQ¶W«´+DGHHO 
Similarly to most of the interviewed female academics, Hadeel emphasises that 
her family was rather liberal, implying that her decisions to continue education and 
become an academic abroad were always supported by her family. This disclaimer, 
frequently used by most of the interview participants is somewhat similar to the one 
used by female academics or other professional women (Gill, 2016) who emphasise that 
their gender has never been a subject of discrimination or unfair treatment within the 
workplace. In a similar manner, the Middle Eastern women try to emphasise that despite 
possible perceptions of the Westerners regarding a traditional Middle Eastern family, 
they were never limited, but instead ± encouraged in their pursuit of education and 
professional career.  
Some of the experiences, discussed by interviewees (i.e., the one of Magda) 
barely fit within the traditional Western perception of Middle Eastern families and their 
role in woman`s personal and professional life. Klesse (2007) argues that the 
researchers have to account for the fact that family relations just like any social aspect 
modernise, and therefore experiences of migrant women should not be viewed solely 
from the perspective of old traditional approaches. 
6.5. Chapter summary 
 
The present chapter has discussed the three identified femininities ± the 
independent academic woman, the academic mother ± Western tradition, and the 
traditional Middle Eastern academic. As demonstrated above, all of the identities are 
composed of multiple interpretative repertoires characterised within the Chapter 5: 
individualism, choice and empowerment, natural sexual differences, western tradition ± 
working mothers, and Middle Eastern tradition ± family of origin. All of the identified 
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femininities in line with argument by Lewis (2014) can be viewed as a complex 
combination of tradition and modernity, including that of the traditional Middle Eastern 
academic. The figure below illustrates such combination and a process of identity 
construction adopted within the present work (Figure 5): 
  
 Figure 5. Construction of MEFAs academic identities 
The present work considers the Independent academic woman the identity which 
utilises most of the modern repertoires, among the three identified, and draws mostly on 
such resources as choice, individualism and empowerment. At the same time, the 
remaining two identities ± the academic mother (Western tradition) and the Traditional 
Middle Eastern Academic focus more on traditional values (feminine side), such as role 





Chapter 7. Discussion and conclusions 
 
In what follows, the contributions of this thesis will be outlined, organised 
according to the research questions in the first chapter. 
 
7.1. Research Question 1: Appropriation of postfeminist discourses by Middle 
Eastern Female Academics 
 
According to the results of the present study, Middle Eastern women frequently 
draw upon postulates of postfeminism to explain their experiences within the 
SUHGRPLQDQWO\ZKLWH8.DFDGHPLD$VWKHDQDO\VLVKDVGHPRQVWUDWHGWKHUHVSRQGHQWV¶
accounts of their work experiences were largely positive with this positivity associated 
with their recurrent use of postfeminist interpretive repertoires.  Lewis (2014) points out 
that postfeminism is often recruited to analyse professional experiences of women, 
because this analytical lens, unlike others (e.g. feminism) does not focus on exclusion, 
thereby providing a viable alternative to the frameworks which mostly re-assure 
oppressed and discriminated position of modern women in the society and within the 
modern organisations. In line with this logic, the present research has eventually 
rejected the initially recruited feminism stance, as it did not fully explain/ help 
understand discourses of the interviewed MEFA`s focused on the practices of inclusion, 
empowerement, individualism, while almost not mentioning issues related to 
discrimination, oppression or disadvantaged position when compared to men. In line 
with the argument by Lawler (2002) recruiting the framework of postfeminism has 
allowed the present study to successfully explore how modern MEFA`s integrate their 
femininity and professional qualities to advance their careers within the UK 
universities. Lewis (2014) has successfully developed four different female 
entrepreneurship identities based on exploring how they integrate their feminine and 
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masculine intentions and behaviours to form their identities. Similarly, the present study 
has also, with the use of postfeminism framework, constructed such identities for the 
UK MEFAs by exploring their conventional masculine and feminine behaviours and 
intentions. The present study also argues that it is the acceptance of existence of the 
natural sexual differences that makes postfeminism specifically the most appropriate 
framework to recruit in the present and similar studies. 
As a means of exploring and interpreting the positive accounts of the 
respondents, the analytical category of postfeminism was used to frame the analysis, 
allowing us to make visible the way in which the respondents denied gender and ethic 
inequality. Thus, the first contribution of this thesis is to highlight a shift away from 
³WDOHVRIGLVFULPLQDWLRQ´DVWKHH[LVWLQJOLWHUDWXUHRQIHPDOHDFDGHPLFVUHSRUWV,QVWHDG
the emphasis in this study was placed on personal decision-making and personal choice 
as the key reason for current career positions. The present study argues that 
postfeminism is the most appropriate framework to adopt within the context of the 
present study due to the fact that the analytical lens does not assume existence of single 
man or female entities, but instead views the latter as a complex combination of gender, 
ethnicity, occupation, social class, etc. (Dosekun, 2015). This property of postfeminism 
is particularly important and relevant to the present research because it aimed to 
construct and explore identities of (1) females and (2) ethnic minority females 
occupying academic positions in the UK universities. Such approach allowed to 
understand specific of their position and experiences related to exclusion and inclusion 
in the modern academe. Adoption of other frameworks (e.g. feminism or radical 
feminism) would only allow to focus on disadvantaged position of women as a group 
without proper attention and understanding of the specific ethnic/ cultural context. 
In addition to this, although many of the interviewees acknowledged and 





connected to gender or ethnicity were faced, the preference was to adopt an individual 
coping strategy to deal with it. Similarly to gender discrimination practices, racial 
discrimination within the UK academic environment appeared to be another taboo topic, 
which many of the interviewed women declined to recognize as valid and persistent. As 
shown in the data analysis, various disclaimers (e.g. I handle things myself) were drawn 
upon when the women discussed some incidents of gender or ethnic discrimination, 
depicting gender and ethnic inequality as a matter of the historical past. By drawing on 
four postfeminist interpretive repertoires, the respondents actively drew on the 
discursive formation of postfeminism when reflecting on their personal and professional 
experiences.  
An important question arises of why have the interviewed MEFA`s recruited 
postfeminism discourses instead of feminism ones. Gill et al. (2008) point out that the 
notion of postfeminism has been majorly ignored or not properly discussed within the 
literature dedicated to understanding gender roles within organisations. The present 
thesis suggests that modern MEFAs draw on postfeminism discourse as an attempt to 
present, and maybe ± experience themselves accepted within a given educational 
institution. Gill et al. (2008) and Ahmed (2012) discuss the discourses of gender issues 
being a matter of past, tales of assigning inequality practices to distant countries (e.g. 
Arab countries and Islamophobic discourse) as typical elements of narratives of modern 
professional women. Built on these multiple discourses, discussed within the scholarly 
literature (Gill et al., 2008; Lewis, 2008; Lewis, 2014) and the ones identified within the 
present thesis, the professional women employed within the UK universities. According 
to Lewis (2014), postfeminism as a framework allows the researcher to adopt a great 
degree of freedom and flexibility when exploring issues related to gender. Moreover, 
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stance of postfeminism allows to avoid discourses typical to feminism era (e.g. women 
being attractive to men, girly, dependant or infantile) (Lewis, 2014). Indeed, within the 
scope of the present study, most of the interviewed females avoided lexicon typical to 
feminist framework, and instead chose to draw on discourses of empowerment, 
equality, advantageous position when compared to men, etc. The researcher therefore 
hypothesises, that the interviewed respondents avoided discussing actual institutional 
problems related to gender inequality persisting throughout the UK academe, as it 
would put them apriori in a disadvantaged position when compared to men. Instead 
these women manifested that they are empowered, achievers and families or other 
responsibilities cannot hold them back from achieving their goal ± becoming successful 
researchers. 
The present study also argues that the point made by Gill (2007) may be valid 
within the context of the MEFA research. More specifically, Gill (2007) argues that 
postfeminism as an analytical framework emerges due to the evolutionary processes 
taking place in the modern society. Such processes, for instance, include but are not 
limited to overall liberalisation of attitudes towards gender roles, family, marriage, etc. 
(Gill, 2007; Lewis, 2014). At the same time, along with these liberal changes, an 
opposite point of view remains valid ± concerning traditional roles of men and women 
in society and family (Gill, 2007). This point is especially true and appropriate when 
applied within the context of Middle Eastern women, academics originating from 
various countries but finding their professional career in the UK academe. First of all, 
the interviewed MEFAs were exposed to traditional gender roles existing in their home 
countries, and then had an opportunity to experience a different, Western work 
environment. However, most of the interviewed MEFAs highlighted that as young 
women, kids or teenagers, their families encouraged and empowered them to obtain 
good education and pursue professional (academic) careers, thus demonstrating that the 
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notion of locating gender inequalities to distant (Islam) countries does not hold. Despite 
this contradiction, the present thesis argues that postfeminism discourses within the 
context of the interviewed MEFAs originated as a result of collide of two different 
processes ± one concerning changing role and position of women in society 
(empowerment) and another ± supporting traditional view of gender roles (e.g. natural 
sexual differences). 
Dosekun (2015) makes a valid point concerning adoption of postfeminist 
framework as an analytical lens to study complex female professional experiences. The 
UHVHDUFKHUDUJXHVWKDWEHFDXVHSRVWIHPLQLVPFDQEHUHJDUGHGDV³«DQHROLEHUDO
individualistic, and consumerist discourse, we may find its sensibilities not only in 
GHYHORSHGRUHYHQUDSLGO\GHYHORSLQJQDWLRQDOFRQWH[WV´S1HROLEHUDOLVPDQG
consumerist cultures are both dominating the globe, and postfeminism is not only 
relevant to the Western females, but also to immigrants or citizens of non-Western 
world. Dosekun (2015) moreover argues that postfeminism can no longer be perceived 
as a framework to study experiences of white upper class females, but instead as a lens 
that can be applied to analyse personal and professional experiences of any woman. 
These arguments are also valid to the scope of the present research, as it  has been 
demonstrated by the conducted interviews that Middle Eastern women originating from 
various countries also adopt and draw on most typical postfeminism discourses when 
sharing and reflecting on their professional experiences in the UK academe. Therefore, 
the present thesis supports arguments by Lewis (2014) and Dosekun (2015) who warn 
DJDLQVWSHUFHLYLQJSRVWIHPLQLVPDVWKHIUDPHZRUNDSSURSULDWH³IRUZKLWHJLUOVRQO\´ 
Another important consideration can serve as a key rationale for adoption of 




relevant, VXFKWKDWLWFDQRQO\EHPHDQLQJIXOLQ³RVWHQVLEO\HJDOLWDULDQVRFLHWLHV´± in 
-DSDQYHUVXV,QGLDVD\´S'RVHNXQPDNHVDSRLQWWKDWGXHWRWKHIDFWWKDW
traditional feminism- based approached was recruited to help women around the world 
to improve their social or economic position via grassroot approaches, higher educated 
and urban women may not find such framework relevant for their situations/ 
experiences. Therefore, the may simply ignore or abandon feminism and instead draw 
on postfeminism to form their unique identities (Dosekun, 2015). The present research 
has focused on such urban highly educated non-Western females, who mostly drew on 
postfeminism to reflect on their academic experiences in the UK. 
7.2. Comparing and contrasting narratives of MEFAs with tales of discrimination 
 
The positive account of their experiences is in direct contrast to the majority of 
the existing research on female academics.  The literature review (Chapter 2) 
demonstrated how the academic literature on women working in universities, widely 
accepts the fact that women experience major barriers on their career paths within the 
global and the UK academic context. These barriers can be classified into institutional, 
structural and psychological (Monroe et al., 2014; Thomas & Hollenshead, 2001; 
Lawler, 2002; Hoffmann, 1986; Fitzgerald & Ormerod, 1993). Women are 
systematically and significantly underpaid when compared to their male colleagues 
(Booth & Frank, 2005; Luke & Gore, 2014), underrepresented among the academic 
higher rank jobs (Ward, 2011; Monroe et al., 2014), and sexually harassed at their 
workplace (Hoffmann, 1986; Fitzgerald & Ormerod, 1993). Furthermore, female 
academics often face a dilemma whether or not to become mothers, and if they choose 
to have children, many find themselves torn between trying to multitask and fulfil 
professional obligations and their family commitments (Currie et al., 2002). These 
negative discriminatory factors accumulate and eventually lead to a number of 
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psychological issues experienced by academic women, ranging from stress and being 
permanently tired, to nervous breakdowns and serious conditions (Monroe et al., 2014). 
In addition, the contemporary academic literature has demonstrated that ethnic minority 
academic women experience double marginalization that is based on both factors ± their 
gender and ethnicity (Sang, AlǦDajani & Özbilgin, 2013).  
In contrast to the existing literature, this research does not begin with a focus on 
discrimination and exclusion, largely because the respondents, who were interviewed as 
part of this project, were adamant that they were not discriminated against or excluded 
from the academic work environment.  The abovementioned observation is in line with 
the argument developed by Morrison et al. (2005) and Webber (2005) who demonstrate 
that modern females who professionally related to the academe (e.g. undergraduate or 
graduate students, professors, etc.) often deny existence of gender discriminatory 
practices, even despite being taught feminist-oriented courses and exposed to feminism 
via their social life and activities. Instead these females adopt a so-called coping 
mechanisms, based on denying of discriminatory practices and discrimination per se 
(Webber, 2005). The present thesis concludes that such observations are also true for 
the interviewed MEFAs who reconstruct their personal and professional experiences 
without acknowledging existence of any form of gender discrimination against them.  
After considerable hesitation, some of the interviewees would reluctantly share 
incidents of gender discrimination against them or their friends/ colleagues. However, in 
most cases the interviewed MEFAs refused to classify the discussed cases as 
discriminatory or relevant to sexism. Therefore, the present study has encountered a 
major inconsistency ± on one hand, modern scholarly literature demonstrates for 
persistence of gender discriminatory practices within the UK academe; on the other 
hand ± the interviewed MEFAs refused to aknowledge existence of such practices 
within their personal or professional life. Interestingly, a number of studies have 
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encountered such phenomenon (Kaiser & Major, 2006; Stephens & Levine, 2011; 
Hunter, 2002), and a number of psychological mechanisms have been proposed to 
explain such inconsistency between female experiences and behaviours.  For instance, 
Stephens and Levine (2011) have conducted a comparison study of how two groups of 
stay-at-home mothers have perceived their loss of job and overall gender issues within 
professional organisations in the US. The two discussed categories concerned females 
who perceived their new status of a stay-at-home mother as a personal choice, and those 
mothers who believed they were forced to leave their jobs due to factors related to 
institutional barriers existing for women (Stephens and Levine, 2011). According to 
Stephens and Levine (2011), the first category of females, who perceived their new 
status as a direct result of their free choice, also had a higher perception of their overall 
well-being. On the other hand, the second group of females, according to Stephens and 
Levine (2011), perceived themselves as less happy. In line with the presented 
psychological explanation, it can be hypothesised that the interviewed MEFAs who 
perceived their status and career as a direct result of their choices and free will would be 
significantly more happy than females who perceive themselves as victims of persistent 
gender inequality. The theory of Stephen and Levine (2011) is at least partially 
supported by Tara and Ghada, who seemingly regarded being able to choose 
motherhood and associated career sacrifices as manifestation of female`s free will. 
Zainab has also shared that her decision to have a child had nothing to do with external 
pressure or gender discrimination, and that she was completely happy with her status. 
The interviewee Aida has shared that in her experience, the decision to have children 
DQGEHLQJDEOHWR³VORZGRZQIRUWKHP´ZDVDQDGYDQWDJHLQOLIHUDWKHUWKDQ
disadvantage. Aida, furthermore, has reported a positive effect of having to abandon 
some of her work-related responsibilities for her children on her overall well-being, 
similarly to the stories of mothers collected by Stephen and Levine (2011). 
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An alternative hypothesis has been voiced by Kaiser and Major (2006), who 
conducted a series of empirical experiments to understand how encounters with ethnic 
discrimination affects victim`s ability and willingness to report such incidents. 
According to the obtained results, direct exposure to racial comments made Afro-
American job-seekers less likely to report such incidents when solicitating for a job. 
Moreover, such practices also made the candidates more reluctant to admit existence of 
racial issues within a given organisation (Kaiser & Major, 2006). Kaiser and Major 
(2006) draw an interesting and controversial conclusion out of the collected evidence, 
according to which ethnic minority employees or job-seekers may be unwilling to admit 
or report ethnic discrimination due to their fear of being perceived as blow whistlers or 
complainers by their prospect management. However, such explanation does not make 
it clear why the studied Afro-American job seekers denied existence of ethnic 
discrimination to third-party researchers (as opposed to potential recruiters). The present 
study has encountered no direct evidence of the interviewed MEFAs being indeed afraid 
to be perceived as blow whistlers or complainers among their colleagues or direct 
management. However, a number of MEFAs have indeed shared that they do not want 
to be perceived as being weak or viewed to have stereotypical female qualities, as the 
latter, according to them, interfere with their prospect career growth options. Therefore, 
the conducted research, suggests that for some of the interviewed MEFAs the discussed 
issues may be relevant in their unwillingness to recognise existence and persistence of 
gender stereotyping and discrimination within the UK academe. 
Hunter (2002) yet offers a third explanation for the unique phenomenon of 
discrimination denial. The researcher has conducted a study of professional experiences 
of female and male barristers in the UK bars. According to the obtained narratives, the 
female barristers have commonly shared stories that could be classified as gender 
inequality and discrimination. Most of these stories, however, concerned their friends or 
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colleagues, and did not directly involve the story-teller herself (Hunter, 2002). The 
interviewed females have therefore often attempted to distance themselves from the 
great majority of women in their profession who may have experienced gender 
discrimination, and highlighted that they, on the contrary, did not have such an 
experience (Hunter, 2002). Hunter (2002) critically discusses possible psychological 
explanations for the observed phenomenon, and concludes that the most adequate one 
explaining barriesters` behaviour may be that the interviewees construct their identities 
as being genderless. This allows the professional females existing in a male-dominating 
environment, distance themselves from possible negative effects that may be associated 
with being a female (e.g. decreased chances for professional growth, sexual harassment, 
etc.). Hunter (2002) concludes that such practices may have positive effects on well-
being of the females working in majorly male environments. However, such positions 
also has negative outcomes for society in general, as the problem of female 
discrimination is ignored and barely recognised (Hunter, 2002). 
The present paper argues that the explanation offered by Hunter (2002) may be 
the most applicable when understanding and analysing experiences of MEFAs within 
the UK academe. Similarly to barristers interviewed by Hunter (2002), the studied 
population of MEFAs attempts to build a successful career within the field which is 
historically dominated by males. The situation is even more difficult and complicated 
for MEFAs due to the fact that their otherness is highlighted not only by their female, 
but also by their ethnic statuses. The narrative of a female excluding herself from the 
group of other females (Hunter, 2002), was encountered frequently in conversations 
with MEFAs, who often compared their situation with that of other female colleagues 
and highlighted the existing or perceived differences. In fact, majority of the 
interviewed females (interviewees Aida, Basma, Eiham, Ghada, Hadeel, Ibtisam, 
Magda, Najat, Suraya, Tara, Yumna, Zainab) have at least once directly implied that 
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their behaviour in professional and personal sense was significantly different from that 
of women who at one point or another face gender discrimination. This common 
implication may mean the following: according to the interviewed MEFAs, if a female 
behaves in a certain way, she will not encounter any negative effects of gender 
discrimination. This certain way of behaviour may mean different things, depending on 
the interviewed MEFA. For some (e.g. Aida), this type of appropriate behaviour was 
concerned with being able to abandon traits of a stereotypical woman, and instead 
mimick male behaviour. Working very hard and making good decisions was another 
common theme which emerged multiple times during discussion of why are MEFAs not 
subjected to gender discrimination. In line with these considerations, the present paper 
concludes that the recorded narratives of MEFAs denying incidents of gender 
discrimination or discussing them as a matter of past, or something that only happens to 
³RWKHU´ZRPHQFDQEHFRQVLGHUHGDSV\FKRORJLFDOPHFKDQLVPVWKDWKHOSVWKHVHZRPHQ
cope with pressure and possible hurdles they face when making life choices related to 
their personal life or professional career. However, it is important to note that the 
present research cannot exclude assumption of Kaiser and Major (2006), who argue that 
resistance to admit gender discriminatory practices may also be an indication of women 
fearing to be perceived as whistle blowers within a given organisation and denied 
chances and opportunities to advance in their career. 
7.3. Research Question 2: Postfeminism and Academic Femininities 
 
The second contribution of this thesis relates to the delineation of a set of 
academic femininities derived from the postfeminist analysis of the interview data.  This 
analysis has made visible the feminine subjectivities available to the Middle Eastern 
female respondents working in British universities.  Within the context of the present 
research question, adoption of postfeminism as a critical lens to examine identities of 
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MEFAs in the UK, allowed to better understand the relationship between feminism and 
femininities. When researching the female identities among the entrepreneurs, Lewis 
(2014) makes a point when suggesting that postfeminism allows to understand the 
tensions between traditional and modern approach to gender issues within organisations. 
For instance, Lewis (2014) points out that the key premises of postfeminism ± 
individualism, free choice, empowerment and existence of natural sexual differences, 
highlight the existing tensions between two concepts critical to the present study ± 
feminism and femininity. While the first is understood from masculine point of view 
(e.g. it is often measured in terms of professional achievement), the other usually refers 
to obligations of women at home (Lewis, 2014).  These two concepts were integrated 
within the narratives of MEFAs to result in their academic identities discussed below. 
In drawing out three academic femininities ± independent academic woman, 
academic mother and Middle Eastern academic woman ± this thesis has contributed to 
the body of literature on female academics by presenting a set of academic identities 
currently available to those women who draw on postfeminist discourses.  However, in 
mapping out academic femininities, it is important to recognise that these are not static, 
meaning that a woman will not necessarily take-up the same academic identity 
throughout her career. At different points in her life, it is possible that she may move 
between these academic femininities. For example, a female academic who constructs 
an independent academic woman identity, may move from this identity into the 
academic mother identity, if her personal circumstances change (i.e. she has children).  
Secondly, while the postfeminist analysis presented in this thesis has drawn out the 
³GRLQJ´RIWKHVHDFDGHPLFIHPLQLQLWLHVµ«LWLVLPSRUWDQWWRUHPHPEHUWKDWWKLV
enactment occurs within a context characterised by the continued dominance of 
DFDGHPLFPDVFXOLQLW\¶/HZLV:KDWWKLVPHDQVLVWKDWWKHLQGHSHQGHQW
academic woman femininity is likely to be more highly valued because of its fit with 
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academic masculinity, placing the other two academic femininities in a weaker position.  
Thirdly, the ability to take up and hold on to the independent academic woman 
femininity is likely to be effected by the level of tradition ± Western and Middle Eastern 
± that individual women are subject to.   
On the other hand, the academic mother and the traditional Middle Eastern 
academic identities are highly complex in their nature. The present research has 
revealed that although traditionally strong family ties played an important part in the 
Middle Eastern Female academics` lives, they often also served as a source of 
empowerment and motivation to pursue education, become career-oriented or even 
move to another country away from family. These two identities were described among 
the same MEFAs, who have adopted postfeminist concept and refused to perceive 
themselves as excluded victims, but instead focused on inclusion, empowerment and 
free choice. Therefore, the two traditional identities served as a combination of two 
different perspectives ± modern and traditional ones. 
Essers and Benschop (2007) argue that identity formation is a complex process, 
and it is particularly true for migrant women, who`s familial regulations, ethnicity, 
gender and occupation majorly affect the identity work. The present research 
demonstrates that women of colour, similarly to white women, actively draw on 
postfeminist concept to describe their professional and personal experiences. 
7.4. Research Question 3: Elaborating the concept of postfeminism by extending 
our understanding of tradition 
 
Understanding postfeminism as a discursive formation means that we approach 
this cultural phenomenon in terms of the co-existence of modernity and tradition, where 
the former is understood as the ability to participate in the public world of work and 
make individual choices and the latter refers to the active take-up of childcare 
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responsibilities. In the western context, tradition is mainly understood in terms of 
motherhood (i.e. work-home balance, child care, etc.), but this research shows that 
tradition for those women also attached to the family of origin and the cultural demands 
and expectations that are put on them. The third contribution of this thesis, is to suggest 
that our understanding of tradition and its relationship to participating in the public 
world of work, needs to be expanded to include the impact of the extended family of 
origin on decisions and choices made and the subject positions that can be taken up. 
This research develops and expands the notion of tradition that is embedded in 
postfeminism to show its impact of Middle Eastern female academics.  
Importantly the topic of extended family obligations and expectations played an 
important role in narratives shared by the interviewees. Most of the Middle Eastern 
women admitted that their parents` approval and recognition of their achievements 
played an important role in their professional career. While the majority of respondents 
placed an emphasis on their own ability to choose and make decisions, their family of 
origin placed high expectations on women and their future roles as mothers and wives. 
While a number of respondents, when discussed their extended family, used disclaimers 
VXFKDV³ZHZHUHDOOWUHDWHGHTXDOO\UHJDUGOHVVRIJHQGHU´WRVWUHVVWKHLUHTXDOLW\ZLWK
male family members, others referred to the traditional expectations that were put on 
them.  
Another way in which family tradition manifested in the interviews is that many 
UHVSRQGHQWVPHQWLRQHGWKDWREWDLQLQJWKHLUSDUHQWV¶DSSURYDODQGSHUPLVVLRQWRSXUVXHD
particular career path or particular course of study was a highly challenging and 
stressful step. Interestingly, as most of the interviewed professional women choose their 
field of study on the basis of personal interest and scientific curiosity rather than 
practical application or prospective higher income, many parents considered the choice 
incorrect and were openly opposed it. At the same time, many MEFAs reported that it 
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was the family tradition, or sometimes ± the influence of their father, that taught them 
the importance of hard work and education and gave them a habit of inquiring and 
studying every day. Therefore, it can be argued that within the obtained narratives 
family of origin and traditional expectations played a highly complex, multi-faceted role 
of both positive inspiration and traditional expectation which applies judgement and 
pressure on their daughters` choices. This example demonstrates how Middle Eastern 
women combine postfeminist perspective together with traditional Middle Eastern 
gender roles and family expectations to function and succeed within the UK academic 
environment.  
The research has demonstrated that most of the interviewed Middle Eastern 
women continuously draw on both postfeminist concept and their traditional values to 
describe and explain their specific experiences. The study aims to unravel a complex 
understanding of Middle Eastern traditions that concern not only the role of woman as a 










Chapter 8: Conclusions 
 
8.1. Thesis overview 
 
A growing volume of academic literature suggests that the notion of 
postfeminism can be considered a modern cultural sensibility, according to which 
contemporary women are empowered and encouraged in their freedom to pursue a 
career, and therefore feminist discourse is outdated and no longer needed (Gill, 2007; 
Taylor & Francis, 2015). Most of the literature on Gender in Organization Studies 
suggests that women, and especially ethnic minority women, are excluded in the 
workplace (i.e. through discrimination, wage gap, limited access to senior positions, 
sexual harassment, etc.). On the other hand, the concept of postfeminism has been 
recently introduced in the Gender and Organization Studies field and there is an 
emerging body of work (e.g. Gill et al, 2016; Kelan, 2009; Lewis, 2014; Lewis & 
Simpson, 2017) that is based on the assumption of the inclusion of women in the 
contemporary workplace, exploring their experiences as an important group in 
organizations.  But one of the criticisms of postfeminism is that it is limited to a white 
western view, and that view should be expanded to include women of colour.  Dosekun 
(2015) argues that there is an overwhelming tendency to perceive and understand 
postfeminism as a Western cultural phenomenon. Some researchers suggest that this is 
due to the very origin of postfeminism, as a result of the liberalisation of Western 
society and second-wave activists of feminism (Dosekun, 2015; Tasker & Negra, 2007). 
'RVHNXQSFRQWLQXHV³,WLVZLGHO\QRWHGZLWKLQWKHOLWHUDWXUHWKDWSRVW-
feminism does not address or cRQFHUQMXVWDQ\:HVWHUQZRPHQKRZHYHU´)HPLQLVPDV
the sensibility is rather attributed to white women, belonging to the middle class 
(Dosekun, 2015). Butler (2013) however, argues that the researchers have to adapt a 
transnational approach to studying postfeminism, in order to acknowledge that 
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globalisation and cultural trends and tendencies affect not only women in the West, but 
also women from all over the world. The researchers suggest that the division itself into 
Western and non-Western worlds is a direct result of colonialist agenda and served to 
VHSDUDWHDQGKLJKOLJKWWKHSULYLOHJHGSRVLWLRQRI³PRUHGHYHORSHG´DQGZHDOWK\QDWLRQV
from the rest of the world (Dosekun, 2015). 
The present thesis investigates and explores the work identities and the accounts 
of work experiences of Middle Eastern Female Academics in contemporary British 




8.2. Empirical contribution of the present research 
 
In addition to the contribution illustrated in the answers of the research questions 
above, this thesis also provides an empirical contribution to the existing literature. 
While most of research suggests that ethnic minority women are excluded, this research 
shows how Middle Eastern Female academics actively draw on Postfeminism to explain 
their experiences of inclusion. Postfeminism is largely understood as a white concept, 
though this research develops it to include women of colour. It appears, Middle Eastern 
academic women in the UK draw on Postfeminism postulates (i.e., empowerment and 
LQGLYLGXDOFKRLFHµQDWXUDO¶VH[XDOGLIIHUHQFHUHWUHDWKRPHDVDZRPDQCVFKRLFHWR
characterise their professional and personal experiences within the UK. 
Dosekun (2015) argues that there is an overwhelming tendency to perceive and 
understand postfeminism as a Western cultural tradition. Some researchers suggest that 
this is due to the very origin of postfeminism, as a result of liberalisation of Western 




feminism does not address or concern just any Western women, KRZHYHU´)HPLQLVPDV
the sensibility is rather attributed to white women, belonging to the middle class 
(Dosekun, 2015). Butler (2013) however, argues that the researchers have to adapt a 
transnational approach to studying postfeminism, in order to acknowledge that 
globalisation and cultural trends and tendencies affect not only women in the West, but 
also women from all over the world. The researchers suggest that the division itself into 
Western and non-Western worlds is a direct result of colonialist agenda and served to 
VHSDUDWHDQGKLJKOLJKWWKHSULYLOHJHGSRVLWLRQRI³PRUHGHYHORSHG´DQGZHDOWK\QDWLRQV
from the rest of the world (Dosekun, 2015). 
Another important implication of the current research is that it highlights a 
major cultural/ social change that has occurred within the last few decades. This change 
relates to (1) position of women within the modern professional organisations, and (2) 
how women perceive/ present themselves in the light of such organisations. As pointed 
out by van de Brink (2011), when interviewed a few decades ago on whether 
professional women experience or encounter any forms of gender discriminatory 
practices or institutional barriers, the response would definitely be ± yes, these practices 
exist and are regularly experienced by women. A few decades later the situation has 
significantly changed. While discriminatory practices are still common in the world in 
general and the UK academe in particular, when asked about any sort of gender- or 
ethnic discrimination the females respond that no, no such practices exist or are 
encountered. This finding has a number of important implications, including practical 
ones. For once, such tendencies/ changes make research dedicated to gender and 
organisation much more complicated and challenging. When conducting empirical 
research, the scholars have to be aware that the interviewed professional women may 
simply not provide any reflection/ information on existence of gender barriers. Instead 
professional women may draw on their experiences of inclusion, professional success 
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and empowerment. While these answers are interesting and important from the 
standpoint of constructing female work identities, the responses may give no 
information (or even more likely result in false information) concerning current position 
of women in the modern organisations. 
8.3. Recommendations for future research 
 
The present study has identified a number of existing research gaps concerning 
professional experiences of ethnic academic women in British universities, and 
therefore the two key approaches towards conducting future research are proposed: 
exploring the topic further using ethnic groups other than Middle Eastern, and 
comparison of their experiences within academic and business environments.  
Postfeminism remains an understudied concept within the context of non-
Western women. Western world is traditionally recognised and perceived as a centre of 
cultural development, progressive policies and free thinking. Dosekun (2015) argues 
that this type of rhetoric tends to cast diverse Western feminist scholars and activists as 
VRPHVRUWVRISURSKHWVRUVDYLRXUVRI³RWKHU´RUIRUHLJQZRPHQ'RVHNXQ
further discusses emergence of a so-FDOOHG³VLQJXODUPRQROLWKLFVXEMHFW´0RKDQW\
1988, p. 61), which represents a notion of the Third World Woman. The present study 
has provided an argument that the notion of postfeminism cannot be reserved for 
Western women alone, instead clearly women of Middle Eastern ethnic origin also 
commonly use postfeminisim on their path towards socio-cultural and professional 
inclusion. It could be argued that the observed phenomena can be explained by the fact 
that all of the interviewed participants have spent a significant amount of time in the 
UK, Europe or US, and therefore culturally are quite similar to women postfeminist 
culture is most commonly associated with. In order to prove or reject this assumption 
and further expand our knowledge and understanding of professional experiences of 
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diverse women of colour, it is important to conduct similar studies on women from 
different cultural backgrounds (i.e., Asian, African, etc.) who migrated to the West to 
pursue their academic career, and compare their interpretative repertoires to their 
counterparts who stayed home. 
8.4. Summary of conclusion 
 
The present research demonstrates that Middle Eastern academic women in the 
UK experience a number of structural and institutional barriers on their career 
development path. Supported by both theoretical and empirical evidence from the 
literature, professional women experienced a number of direct and indirect 
discriminatory practices within the setting of the UK academia (Lawler, 2002; Genz & 
Brabon, 2009; Monroe et al., 2014). Female academics were majorly underrepresented 
among higher rank academic jobs, significantly underpaid and experiencing heavy 
physical and psychological load due to necessity to combine work- and family-related 
responsibilities. But, despite that many of the interviewed Middle Eastern academics 
admitted that the structure of the UK Academia forces women to make difficult career 
DQGOLIHFKRLFHVWKH\DVVHUWWKDWLWLVµWKHLU¶FKRLFHVDQGWKH\DUHLQ-control of them. 
The study concludes that postfeminist concept is an efficient tool that helps 
unravel and understand professional and personal experiences of academic women of 
Middle Eastern origin, as well as formation of their professional identities. While often 
being treated differently at their workplace due to their ethnic or gender status, most of 
the interviewed Middle Eastern academic women refused the idea that their ethnicity or 
JHQGHU³KDYHDQ\WKLQJWRGRZLWK´WKHLUZRUN7KLVGLVFRXUVHLVFRQVLVWHQWZLWKWKHFRUH
one of postfeminist concept, according to which women focus on the process of their 
inclusion, as opposed to considering themselves underprivileged or victims of male-
dominant meritocratic UK academia. 
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As the present research demonstrates, Middle Eastern academic women draw to 
postfeminist concept as well as traditional and cultural guidelines of their native 
countries to construct their identities in the new environment. The research 
demonstrates a unique combination of modern and traditional social constructs that are 
used by these Middle Eastern academic women to include themselves into white male 
dominated UK academe. Therefore, in line with Dosekun`s (2015) argument, 
postfeminism should not be as a cultural innovation applicable and used only by 
Western women; instead women of colour also draw on the concept of postfeminism to 
understand their professional and personal experiences. The present research supports 
the argument (Dosekun, 2015) that the notion of postfeminism is transnational, and 
therefore can be applied to study and understand ethnic minority experiences of women 
around the word, as opposed to VWXG\LQJ³ZKLWHJLUOVRQO\´ 
The present research has also encountered a number of limitations, the key ones 
being the overall sensitivity of the topic and male researcher interviewing female 
interviewees on the topics related to choice, career and postfeminism. The study 
concludes that further research of other ethnical academic groups of women can further 
LPSURYHRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZRPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVZLWKLQDFDGHPLDDVZHOODVUROHRI
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Appendix 1. Email sent to the MEFA candidates prior to conducting an interview 
 
Dear (Name), 
I hope you don't mind me contacting you directly. I am emailing to ask if you are 
available and interested in participating in my research. Your participation would entail 
a one hour conversation with me. I am happy to travel to where ever is most convenient 
for you for the purposes of this meeting. And, I would be very grateful if you can find 
the time for this interview. 
 I am a PhD researcher at the Kent Business School, University of Kent. My research 
area is Gender & Organization Studies with a particular focus on the intersection 
between gender and ethnicity. My research is exploring the career strategies, identity 
work and choices of Middle Eastern Female academics working in the UK. 
 The interview is completely confidential. Your name, institute, and any other 
information that might identify you will not be used in my research. 
 If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to ask. 
 Thank you (Name) for taking the time to read this email.  I would be delighted to meet 
with you and hope that my research is something you would like to participate in. 
Best regards, 










1. Self, family, education 
2. Career (history, why this job, was it your first choice) 
3. Particular career strategy (e.g. goals to achieve at particular times, promotion) 
Planned FDUHHURU³IUHH-IODZLQJ´",I\HVKRZLVWKHSODQJRLQJ" 
4. Personal choice influence on career. When? How? 
5. Any restrictions on choice regarding career. When? How? 
6. Any career breaks through working life (Children? Maternity leave?) 
7. Any difficulties combining family life with work. If yes: what are they? If no: 
How to combine both? 
8. Any effects on career or aspirations. If yes: In what way? 
9. Priorities in life. (Job, career development, self-enhancement, relationships, 
family and children?) order of priority. 
10. Treated differently at work? response? 
11. Being a woman, Middle Eastern, or both? 
12. Universities you worked for valued diversity? Providing equality of opportunity 
for ethnic minority women? 
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13. If white, more advantage at work? 
14. Community view on career and success 
15. Family responsibilities (white female colleagues) 
16. Are you working where you were always aspiring to? Is that your 'ideal' job? 




Appendix 3. List of figures and tables utilized within the study 
 
Figure 1. The global trend of woman participation in higher education during the period 
of 1970-2010) 
Figure 2. Percentage of women employed by academic institution by professional 
status in the US for 2001 
Figure 3. Promotion of men and women within academic environment (science and 
engineering) during the period of 2002-2010 within the EU states 
Figure 4. Construction of MEFAs academic identities 
Table 13HUFHQWDJHRI)HPDOHSURIHVVLRQDOVLQ³WRSGLVFLSOLQHV´VRXUFH5HLWVDPHU
2009) 
Table 2. Five areas of sexual harassment used while interviewing potential victims 
Table 3. Three understandings of identity in organization studies  
Table 4. The demographic data concerning the 20 interviewed MEFAs 
Table 5. Comparison of study participants and individuals who did not respond or 
refused to participate in the study 
Table 6. The four postfeminist interpretive repertoires and their subsidiaries 
 
 
 
